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I. Research Question 
 
Why did the achievement gap decrease during the early standards movement but increase when 
accountability was implemented? 
 
II. Major findings 
 
Accountability 
• The increase in the achievement gap during the 1990’s experienced little resistance from 


most accountability models. 
• “The student achievement score is the linchpin of this form of accountability, providing a 


measure of outcomes that makes schools responsible to the public” (p. 217). 
Standardization 
• The exposure of promotion-graduation exams provide students with an increased amount of 


resources improving equity among students. 
• High-stakes testing is designed to measure outcomes and directly reward performance. 
• Content standards have had a positive effect on average achievement. 
Reform 
• Implementation of promotion-graduation exams, narrows curriculum and influences teaching 


methods. 
• Exposure to more rigorous course work has a positive impact on student’s motivation. 
• Accountability policies decrease graduation rates as they increase the achievement of those 


who stay in school. 
• Promotion-graduation exams serve as incentives for students and schools to increase their 


performance. 
 
III. Policy Implication 
 
Implementing promotion-graduation exams in an attempt to close the achievement gap creates 
the opposite effect while negatively affecting graduation rates.  Exposure to more rigorous 
coursework increases student’s motivation.  Is holding students accountable through promotion-
graduation exams the most appropriate method to narrow the achievement gap and increase 
graduation rates? 
 
IV. Methods 
 
This article covers an extensive review of the research exploring polices to identify the pre-1990s 
reductions in the achievement gap and traces the recent shifts toward accountability. 
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The rise of accountability policies during the early 1990s coincided with an
increase in the achievement gap between white and minority students, reversing
decades of steady improvement in outcome equity. This article explores the
policies that helped to reduce the achievement gap before 1990, the effects of
the subsequent shift toward accountability, and what can be learned from past
successes to guide the future development of accountability systems. An extensive
review of research suggests that pre-1990s reductions in the achievement gap
occurred because minority students were exposed to greater resources and ac-
ademic content. We find little evidence that most forms of accountability have
placed any downward pressure on the achievement gap, suggesting that the
upward trend in the gap during the 1990s may be more than a coincidence.
The few forms of accountability that have apparently helped to improve equity,
especially promotion-graduation exams for students, have in common with past
successful policies the effect of increasing student exposure to resources and/or
content. This suggests that accountability can help to improve educational equity
but that such a change must be based on some basic assumptions that are
inconsistent with much of the current reform movement. Specifically, A Nation
at Risk has important lessons for No Child Left Behind and state-level account-
ability programs.


Introduction


The inequality of educational achievement across racial and ethnic groups
has long troubled those who believe that success should be based on merit
and that the educational system should be America’s great equalizer. The
problem has become even more troubling as income and class status have
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become increasingly determined by educational success.1 The gap in achieve-
ment has shifted steadily from being an indicator of educational inequality to
being a direct cause of socioeconomic inequality.


The problem remains large and growing despite substantial interest and
effort from policy makers. The size of the achievement gap between whites
and African Americans is at least 0.80 standard deviations and as high as 1.14
standard deviations; for Hispanics, the gap is more than 0.40 standard de-
viations and as much as 1.00 (Camara and Schmidt 1999; Phillips et al. 1998).2


Recent trends are perhaps even more disturbing. After at least 30 years of
decline in the achievement gap (Phillips et al. 1998), the achievement gap
began stagnating or rising in the 1990s, and it continued throughout the
decade. Figure 1 illustrates these changes using the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) score trends presented by Lee (2002), who also
documents similar trends in SAT college entrance scores.


The widening achievement gap coincides with significant changes in edu-
cation policy. The 1980s were characterized by increased standards, such as
stricter course requirements for graduation. These changes reached a plateau
during the mid-to-late 1990s and were followed by “accountability” reforms,
adding new measures of outcomes and direct consequences for low perfor-
mance. One goal of this article is to solve the resulting puzzle: Why did the
achievement gap decrease during the early standards movement but increase
when accountability was implemented? Put differently, why did the relative
performance of disadvantaged students decline when expectations and pres-
sures on these students, and the schools they attended, were apparently on
the rise?


For the answers, we look first to the past. What was the role of policy in
affecting such improvement in educational equity up until 1990? What do
the effective policies have in common? Is there evidence that some account-
ability policies help to reduce the achievement gap? What do these beneficial
types of accountability have in common with previous successful policies?


We provide an extensive literature review and synthesis, covering four types
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FIG. 1.—Black-white average score gap trends. Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress, reprinted from Lee (2002) with permission.
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of policy reforms from the past half-century: content and time standards,
government-based accountability, market-based accountability, and resources/
capacity. To highlight the potential of all of these policy categories, and possible
interrelationships among them, we discuss the Chicago school reforms of the
1990s that included multiple types of interventions.


The successes and failures that we identify provide important insights into
the characteristics of policy that help to improve educational equity. They also
highlight the distinct change in direction of educational policy during the
1990s that seems partially to explain the recent increase in the achievement
gap. These policy changes reflect not only differences in strategy but also
fundamentally different assumptions about why some students learn more than
others. Indeed, we find that A Nation at Risk (NAR) has important lessons to
provide for the design of accountability systems and for the ongoing devel-
opment of No Child Left Behind (NCLB).


History and Literature Review


Fundamental changes in the education of disadvantaged students can be traced
back at least as far as World War II, when minority soldiers returned from
duty and took advantage of the G.I. Bill. Most who graduated were the first
in their families to do so, raising career and education expectations for them-
selves and their children. This time period also marked the beginning of the
larger civil rights movement, which was instrumental to the changes that
occurred later in education.


Improved access to K–12 education followed. School desegregation,
brought about by the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision in
1954, allowed some African American students to attend better schools with
better teachers. The Court’s decision led school districts to end de jure seg-
regation, though de facto segregation was (and remains) much slower to fall,
as social, economic, and political forces aligned to keep African Americans in
segregated schools.3


Paradoxically, some of the political efforts to avoid racial integration had
the effect of improving African American schools. In particular, local school
districts poured additional resources into African American schools to provide
an incentive for African American students to stay in their segregated schools.
The federal Title I and Head Start programs also contributed to the rapid
increase in school resources targeted toward young minority students, as did
later lawsuits that questioned the constitutionality of inequitable state funding
systems. In short, the decades following World War II can be viewed as a
period of increasing exposure of minorities to the resources and academic
content that had long been available only to whites.
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New social pressures began to develop by the late 1970s and early 1980s,
however. Average scores on the SAT were on the decline, and there was
widespread belief that schools had lowered academic standards and shifted
away from rigorous academic content. It turned out that achievement had
probably not declined (Carson et al. 1993; Grissmer et al. 1994), but there
were legitimate concerns about the direction of the education system arising
from the general social permissiveness of the 1970s and the associated creation
of “cafeteria-style” schools that allowed students to go their own way. These
trends were also related to ongoing efforts to increase equity by making schools
friendlier to students who might otherwise drop out (Powell et al. 1985). The
result, in the eyes of many, was that equity was being achieved by watering
down standards for all, rather than by raising the bar. Exacerbating the pres-
sure on schools was the U.S. economy, which was experiencing high inflation,
high unemployment, and heavy competition from Asian nations where, co-
incidentally or not, achievement test scores were higher.


A Nation at Risk gave voice to these concerns (NCEE [National Commission
on Excellence in Education] 1983). The report is noteworthy for its impact
on policy and its focus on the economy. As is well known, NAR was based on
the fundamental assumption that our schools allowed “our once unchallenged
preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation
. . . [to be] overtaken by competitors throughout the world” (NCEE 1983,
1). This quotation highlights the fact that the authors of NAR were most
interested in the education of the “average graduate” (NCEE 1983, 11), not
low-performing groups. The report does mention “the equitable treatment of
our diverse population” (13), but this appears to be simply a defense against
possible attacks and is certainly not a primary focus of the report.


The ideas expressed in NAR therefore represent not just a lack of interest
in equity but subtle opposition to the weakened standards that apparently
resulted from the previous equity focus. Yet, the analysis that follows suggests
that the reforms recommended in NAR still had a significant positive impact
on achievement equity. “Content,” “standards and expectations,” and “time”
on task were the NAR policy themes. These recommendations were aggressively
followed by policy makers (Darling-Hammond and Berry 1988), and there is
evidence that the education system did begin to focus more intensively on
academic content.4


The authors of NAR also recommended a focus on teaching. They specif-
ically suggested that “salaries for the teaching profession should be increased
and should be professionally competitive” (NCEE 1983, 3), among other ideas.
Teacher salaries did indeed increase during the 1980s in inflation-adjusted
terms, but the profession still became less attractive financially because salaries
in comparable professions increased much more. According to Temin (2002),
teacher salaries for females were 11 percent higher than those for other female







Accountability, Standards, and the Growing Achievement Gap


214 American Journal of Education


college graduates in 1979. By 1999, the direction had reversed, and female
teachers earned 10 percent less. Unlike the first set of NAR recommendations,
the idea of more competitive salaries was met with little response.


In short, NAR recommended the strategy of greater resources and content
that our analysis suggests to be an effective means of improving outcome
equity. Supporting this conclusion, the remainder of the NAR report discusses
the characteristics and effects of the policy reforms of recent decades, especially
as they relate to disadvantaged students. Our review focuses on studies that
provide (a) large-scale quantitative analysis, because they identify the net effect
of the many complicated incentives and responses created by these reforms;
(b) broad reviews of the literature, due to the wide breadth of policies being
considered; and (c) the potential achievement gains for those who remain in
school, rather than the implicitly lower achievement for those who may drop
out of school as a result of the policies considered. This last point highlights
the potential trade-off involved with standards, accountability, and many other
types of educational policy. There is already some evidence, for instance, that
these policy approaches decrease graduation rates even when they increase
the achievement of those who stay in school.5 We consider this trade-off in
our conclusion and policy recommendations, although we review only those
studies that focus on achievement as the outcome of interest.


Table 1 summarizes the types of policy reforms considered, the conceptual
distinctions among them, and the general time period of their implementation.
This requires drawing some clear lines in places where there are admittedly
fuzzy boundaries, as well as choosing among various existing typologies and
terminology.6 We argue that table 1 is nonetheless a useful analytical frame-
work. We also include in table 1 the information from figure 1 with regard
to trends in the achievement gap (as measured by NAEP and other sources).
The side-by-side presentation of the policies and achievement gap trends in
table 1 does not by itself suggest causation but, rather, is intended to highlight
a key motivation for the study: understanding why the achievement gap began
increasing when the policy tide shifted toward accountability.


The literature we review is organized in terms of the policy categories in
the first row of table 1. Each policy section describes the specific policies that
are shown in the second row. Most important, the review and synthesis provide
the best available evidence about the effects of these policies on the achieve-
ment gap.


Content and Time Standards


Increases in the number of school days, the length of the school day, and
course requirements are all reforms that we refer to as “content and time







TABLE 1


Summary of Policy Reforms and Achievement Gap Trends


CONTENT AND TIME


STANDARDS


ACCOUNTABILITY


Government-Based Market-Based


Specific policies School days/year,
hours/day, and
course
requirements


Promotion/gradua-
tion exams


Takeovers, oversight,
and reconstitution


School report cards Vouchers, charters,
and school choice


Achievement gap Large decrease Large decrease Small increase Small increase Small increase
Approximate years 1950s–70s 1980s 1990s
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standards.” Some might include standardized testing, which was implemented
during the same period, although we argue that this fits conceptually into the
accountability reforms that focused on measuring outcomes and directly re-
warding performance. The reforms of interest here focus instead on input
and process requirements implemented during the 1950s–80s.


There are different stories one can tell about the effects that content and
time policies have had on the achievement gap. One story is that they coun-
teract less rigorous curricular requirements, perhaps brought about by the
equity reforms of the 1960s and 1970s. Such reforms would arguably improve
achievement for students who would have otherwise chosen courses just below
the levels of the new requirements. This may also mean, however, that the
students who are furthest from meeting the requirements may give up without
trying, a response that would be harmful for equity purposes. Compounding
this potential problem is the possibility that the students taking the least rig-
orous courses also attend schools that are least able to respond to the pressures
of standards. This is part of the larger issue of school resources and capacity,
which we discuss later in more detail.


Minorities have made major gains in the amount of time spent in school.
Between 1940 and 1988, the African American–white gap in adults who had
less than five years in elementary school declined from 31 to 4 percentage
points.7 There were also significant relative gains for African Americans in
number of school days (Card and Krueger 1992). That the amount of time
on task is positively related to achievement is widely accepted (e.g., Hofferth
and Sandberg 2001). Moreover, the positive effects of increased instructional
time are largest for disadvantaged students (Smith 1998).


The amount of time spent in school is a relatively crude measure of the
academic content to which students have been exposed, however. A more
useful measure, at the high school level, is the “Carnegie unit,” roughly equal
to one academic year in a specific content area. A report by the National
Center on Education Statistics (NCES 2001) reviewed several data sources
that included such measures and found significant increases in the percentage
of students taking these core academic classes during the 1980s, the period
of increased content and time standards.8 Importantly, the course gains for
this period were greatest for African Americans and Hispanics.


Increased course requirements represent one factor that influenced aca-
demic course taking during this period. Teitelbaum (2003) finds, for example,
that increased course requirements had a direct positive impact on students’
exposure to academically rigorous material.9 Just as important, there is evi-
dence that more rigorous course work has a positive effect on student achieve-
ment (Chaney et al. 1997; Dee 2003).10 Roth et al. (2001) find that this same
result holds for all racial-ethnic groups and, moreover, that the relationship
between course content and achievement is even stronger than that between
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grade-point average and achievement. Cross-national studies appear to con-
firm the important effect of course work on achievement (Schmidt et al. 2001;
Valverde and Schmidt 2000). In short, standards affect academic rigor that,
in turn, drives achievement.


With regard to equity, minority students have nearly reached parity in the
number of Carnegie units (NCES 2001), although this may not reflect truly
equal academic rigor. Indeed, Lee et al. (1997) find that schools in which the
smallest portion of the high school math curriculum is composed of more
rigorous academic courses have 50 percent more minority students on average.
The gap in the quality of content is probably even larger than this number
indicates because of curriculum tracking within schools (Lee and Bryk 1988;
Oakes 1985) and inequities in teacher quality that affect what material is
actually taught (see below).


The trends in this “content gap” are also noteworthy. According to the
NCES (2001), there were absolute gains in course taking for all groups during
the 1980s and 1990s and relative gains for racial-ethnic minorities during the
1980s. But this same study found no relative gains in course taking for mi-
norities during the 1990s, after interest in time and content standards began
to decline. Campbell et al. (2000) and Lee (2002) document the same trends
with NAEP data on course-taking behavior.11 Notably, this pattern in the
content gap mirrors the achievement gap trend shown in figure 1.


Overall, this evidence suggests that time and content standards have had
a positive effect on average achievement. The gains have been especially large
for minority students, although large gaps remain that often go unmeasured
in standard analyses of course content.


Government-Based Accountability


We consider two separate types of accountability. Government efforts to mea-
sure the outcomes of students and schools, especially on the basis of student
test scores, and to provide explicit rewards and punishments based on these
measures are referred to here as “government-based accountability” (GBA).
These efforts include incentives for students to increase their performance
(e.g., promotion/graduation exams) and incentives for schools to improve (e.g.,
school report cards and associated sanctions). The student achievement score
is the linchpin of this form of accountability, providing a measure of outcomes
that makes schools responsible to the public. Government-based accountability
is distinct from “democratic accountability” in that the former focuses on the
specific tools used by publicly elected representatives, while the latter focuses
on the more general political pressures that might induce the use of such tools.
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Government-based accountability stands in sharper contrast to market-based
accountability, which is discussed later.


Several different stories have been told about the likely effects of GBA on
equity. Supporters of these programs believe that the publication of achieve-
ment data pressures schools to help disadvantaged students who are being
subjected to low expectations by teachers and administrators, especially if
scores are reported by subgroups. An alternative story is that accountability
systems place pressure on all schools and students to improve, lifting up the
average but having no obvious impact on equity. Finally, as in the case of
content and time standards, it is possible that the students who gain the most
from GBA are those in schools that have the greatest capacity with which to
respond to GBA, and these tend to be the schools that are already high
performing. The first two arguments assume that resources are sufficient, but
effort and expectations are low, while the last argument assumes that limited
resources are the main obstacle to improvement in low-performing schools.


Carnoy and Loeb (2003) compare state GBA policies with gains in state
NAEP achievement during the 1990s. They constructed a 0–5 scale of ac-
countability based on data from the Consortium for Policy Research on Ed-
ucation (CPRE 2003) that summarize state policies along three dimensions:
(a) the existence of school report cards, (b) the repercussions from school report
cards, and (c) whether a high school graduation exam was introduced during
the 1990s.12 States that have none of these state-level accountability require-
ments for schools or districts are coded as zero while states that require a high
school competency exam for graduation are coded as five.


Carnoy and Loeb (2003) find that more stringent GBA systems have a positive
and statistically significant effect on achievement for all students, but larger
effects for minorities compared with whites. The positive effects for elementary
students are statistically significant, but small in magnitude. For eighth graders,
however, the effect of moving from a system with no student testing to one with
frequent testing and accountability is found to be 0.3 standard deviations for
both African Americans and Hispanics, and only half as large for whites. This
study therefore provides evidence for the first story: that school responses to
GBA disproportionately benefit disadvantaged students.


In contrast, Amrein and Berliner (2002) come to a very different conclusion
despite using similar data. These authors studied NAEP gains, comparing state
scores before and after the adoption of testing, concluding that “no consistent
effects across states were noted” (2002, 57). Raymond and Hanushek (2003)
point out some potential weaknesses in this work: first, they argue that Amrein
and Berliner dropped states from the analysis that showed increases in the
rate at which students were excluded from taking the NAEP at the same time
that scores increased, rather than adjusting the scores based on the magnitude
of the exclusion rate change. Second, by simply counting the number of states
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that saw score increases against the number that saw losses, Amrein and
Berliner “disregarded the magnitude of any changes in test scores” (Raymond
and Hanushek 2003, 51). Third, Amrein and Berliner did not perform any
tests of statistical significance. Raymond and Hanushek go further, reanalyzing
the data using a regression-based model quite similar to Carnoy and Loeb
(2003) and finding that NAEP gains were larger in states that had school
report cards, versus those that did not, and that states with significant con-
sequences attached to school report card results show even larger gains.13 The
results of Amrein and Berliner (2002) therefore stand in contrast to Carnoy
and Loeb (2003) and Raymond and Hanushek (2003), apparently due to the
above methodological limitations.


Bishop et al. (2001) also use NAEP data to study the effects of a variety of
policies. They find mixed results for school report cards, but stronger effects
for the rewards and consequences that go along with them. Also, the effects
of punishments for low performance appear larger than the effects of rewards
for high performance. These inconsistent effects of report cards partially con-
tradict the findings of Raymond and Hanushek (2003), which may be due to
the fact that Bishop et al. use NAEP data from earlier years. Unfortunately,
of the above studies, only Carnoy and Loeb (2003) focus on the effects for
different racial subgroups.


Other studies have considered the effects of accountability policies in in-
dividual states and districts. Ladd (1999) analyzed the effects of the Dallas
accountability system in which sophisticated measures of school effectiveness
(regression-based “value-added” scores) were used to create explicit incentives
for schools to improve. She compares Dallas with other large Texas school
districts during the same period of time, which means that her estimated effect
of accountability refers to the difference between the Dallas accountability
system and other (perhaps undocumented) reform efforts in other districts.
Another implicit assumption is that there were no other significant reforms
going on in Dallas at the same time. The above limitations notwithstanding,
Ladd finds that accountability resulted in large gains for whites, smaller gains
for Hispanics, and no gains for African Americans. These findings suggest no
gains in the relative achievement of disadvantaged students, and perhaps losses,
providing some support for the importance of the capacity part of the story,
that is, if schools attended by the average white student have greater capacity,
then these students will gain the most.


The above studies focus on the general effects of GBA and of certain
elements, nearly all of which create incentives based on standardized test
results. Many studies also distinguish the effects of different types of incentives.
One important category is the promotion/graduation exam (PGE) that de-
termines whether students are promoted to the next grade or allowed to
graduate from high school.14 We distinguish this from school report cards,
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which ostensibly provide incentives for schools. We believe, and the evidence
suggests, that distinguishing the effects of these different types of incentives is
important to understanding the effects of these policies.


On this topic, Harris and Herrington (2004) expand on the Carnoy and
Loeb (2003) analysis of NAEP scores by separating the index into its three
component parts, one of which is the presence of PGEs.15 They find that the
positive effects of GBA found in the Carnoy and Loeb analysis can be largely
attributed to the effects of PGEs. Moreover, the effects of PGEs are much
larger for minority students compared with whites.


The New York state graduation exam, called the Regent’s Exam, is another
prominent example of a PGE. Alexander (2000) finds that the exam led to
more challenging course taking and that the number of students passing the
exam actually increased over time. Bishop (1998) finds that the Regent’s Exam
had the same effect on New York’s SAT scores. The estimated effects did not
vary across racial-ethnic subgroups in Alexander (2000) and were not reported
in Bishop (1998).


Bishop (1998) also compared the performance of countries on the Inter-
national Assessment of Educational Progress and its follow-up, the Third In-
ternational Mathematics and Science Study. He finds large effects from PGEs
for those countries included in the sample. In a separate study, Bishop et al.
(2001) also find positive effects of PGEs across U.S. states based on NAEP,
especially when the PGEs are tied to specific courses and curricula.


Jacob (2001) identifies positive, but insignificant, effects from PGEs on av-
erage achievement using the National Educational Longitudinal Survey. In-
deed, his is the only study we found for which the average effect was not both
positive and significant. While quite sophisticated methodologically, the insig-
nificant result might be explained by the fact that the “achievement” test was
actually measuring cognitive skills, rather than academic achievement. The
importance of such a distinction is suggested by Bishop et al. (2001) who found
a stronger positive effect from accountability when the achievement tests fo-
cused on the specific curriculum being taught.16


Many of the above policy reforms are based on the identification of low-
performing students and schools using various outcome measures. It is possible
that public reporting alone induces better performance, regardless of the direct
punishments and rewards. This “scarlet letter” effect would suggest that ed-
ucators wish to avoid, and will respond to, stigmatization regardless of other
incentives.


Bishop et al. (2001) and Raymond and Hanushek (2003) both find some
effects of school report cards, supporting this argument, though Harris and
Herrington (2004) find no effect. Such mixed results may not be surprising.
School report cards could help equity by identifying low-performing schools
and addressing their weaknesses, but this is not the only possibility. Figlio and
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Lucas (2000) study report cards in Florida that assign letter grades to schools
ranging from A to F. They find that having an A-rated school in a neigh-
borhood has a large positive effect on housing prices, compared with a school
with a B rating. This means that the A-rated schools that are attended primarily
by white students may have a strong incentive to maintain their high ratings
and increase their performance further.


Regarding takeovers of schools by state and local governments, the evidence
is generally negative, though there are some positive signs. In a broader review
of research on reconstitutions, the Education Commission of the States (ECS
2002) finds generally mixed results, but the authors indicate that Chicago is a
notable exception that has shown positive effects. Studying Chicago and three
other school districts, Wong and Shen (2001) conclude that takeovers are most
likely to be effective in improving performance in elementary schools, but not
high schools, and only when the takeover is by the local mayor rather than by
the state government. We consider the Chicago case in more detail below.


What can we conclude from the above evidence on GBA? First, it seems
clear that more stringent accountability increases the average level of achieve-
ment and that the PGE is a key player. Other policies, such as takeovers and
reconstitutions, appear to have potential in certain circumstances, but these
have not been used widely.


Second, there is little evidence to suggest that GBA as a whole has a positive
impact on equity. Most of the studies reviewed do not directly consider the
effects on racial-ethnic subgroups. Of those that do, the only analyses for
which the equity effects are unambiguously positive are those by Carnoy and
Loeb (2003) and Harris and Herrington (2004), which both rely on compar-
isons of state-average NAEP scores. Alexander (2000) is perhaps more con-
vincing with her use of student-level data but suggests no positive effect of
PGEs on equity. In addition, it is important to recall that there were no relative
gains in course taking (NCES 2001) or achievement (Camara and Schmidt
1999) for minorities during the 1990s when most forms of GBA were imple-
mented. If the rise of GBA had created pressures to improve equity, then such
trends would not be expected. These overlapping trends do not necessarily
mean that the rise of the content gap was caused by the shift toward GBA
or that such a change caused the higher achievement gap, but these trends
are consistent with the collection of formal studies discussed above.


Market-Based Accountability


Policies that provide parents greater choice in the schools their children attend
are referred to here as “market-based accountability” (MBA). Vouchers, char-
ter schools, tuition tax credits, and interdistrict school choice are examples of
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this type of policy. The goals of these programs include providing a better
match between student needs and school programs, allowing students to “es-
cape failing schools,” and pressuring all schools to improve or else risk losing
students and funding. In theory, all three of these goals would appear to favor
disadvantaged students who now have the fewest choices and who arguably
attend the lowest performing schools.


An alternative story is again possible, however. There is a growing research
literature showing that student performance is determined as much by the
characteristics of students’ peers as the characteristics and performance of
their teachers and administrators. Specifically, students make greater gains
when their classmates have higher scores (Betts et al. 2003; Hoxby 2000). If
school choice leads the best-performing students to leave low-performing
schools, then the situation of those left behind may be worsened, offsetting
the potentially higher pressure on public schools to improve.


Howell and Peterson (2002) review the literature on the effects of school
vouchers from (partially) randomized experiments in Milwaukee, New York
City, Dayton, and San Antonio. They conclude that the average effect of
vouchers is small for students who receive them but that the effects for African
Americans are as large as 0.3 standard deviations. Other researchers have
reached very different conclusions from this same evidence. Gill et al. (2001,
xiv) find that “small-scale, experimental privately funded voucher programs
targeted to low-income students suggest a possible (but as yet uncertain) modest
achievement benefit for African-American students.” They also conclude that
“achievement results in charter schools are mixed . . . none of the studies
suggest that charter school achievement outcomes are dramatically better or
worse on average than those of conventional public schools” (xiv).


Several researchers have raised much more serious concerns about the
methodology and interpretation of the voucher studies. Krueger and Zhu
(2003) reanalyzed the data from New York City voucher programs and found
that the effect for African American students was highly sensitive to how the
student’s race was categorized. A previous study of the New York program
by Peterson et al. (1998) determined racial categories based on the father’s
race. Surprisingly, by switching the definition to the mother’s race, the apparent
effect on African American achievement was no longer statistically significant.
Carnoy (2001) provides a more broad-based critique of the voucher experi-
ments, arguing, for example, that the effects on African American achievement
only occurred in one subject and grade.


The above studies attempt to identify the effects of private and charter
schools on student performance compared with the performance those stu-
dents would have achieved in public schools. Thus, these studies try to de-
termine whether the first two goals of better matching of students to programs
and moving students into better schools are actually being accomplished
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through school choice programs. The third goal of increased competition has
also been addressed in previous research. Hoxby (2002) finds positive but
apparently small effects of charter schools on achievement in Michigan public
schools. However, Bettinger (2005) finds no effect in a more intensive study
of the same state. Similarly, Harris and Herrington (2004) find that states with
policies that are more open to school choice options have no greater gains in
NAEP scores, controlling for other state policy characteristics. If there are
positive effects with regard to this third goal, they appear to be quite small.


While the research on the effects of MBA on public school performance is
thin compared with research on the effects of MBA on the specific students
who exercise choice, the results appear much the same. There is little evidence
to date that more extensive use of parental choice and market competition
improves the equity of outcomes.


Capacity/Resources


Capacity is a potentially important part of the story with all of the above
reforms. It is almost a tautology to say that schools are better able to respond
to outside pressure when capacity is high. More controversial is the degree to
which the poor performance in some schools is due to low capacity versus
low efficiency. This section considers the role of capacity building, both in
past reforms and as a potential future contributor, and its interrelationship
with efficiency.


One simple way to measure capacity is through standard measures of re-
sources. Card and Krueger (1992) show that resources for African Americans
increased substantially during the post–World War II era in southern states.
They find a 42 percent gap in salaries paid to teachers in predominantly
African American versus predominantly white schools in 1946, but this gap
was nearly eliminated by 1965. Likewise, the average pupil-teacher ratio in
African American schools was 22 percent greater than that in white schools
in 1946. This gap decreased to 8 percent in 1965, which is noteworthy con-
sidering the absolute reductions in pupil-teacher ratio for white students during
this same time period. Boozer et al. (1992) show that these trends continued
and that the pupil-teacher ratio was essentially identical across racial-ethnic
groups by 1989. While these measured resources may not be the best measure
of capacity, we believe that they are at least positively related to genuine
capacity changes during the time period.


Various types of studies have been used to evaluate the effects of these
resource increases. Grissmer et al. (2000) provide an extensive review of studies
using experimental, nonexperimental, and trend analyses. They conclude that
extra resources have probably had a very small positive effect on the average
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but that “additional resources have been most effectively used for minority
and disadvantaged students” (2000, 41). While there remains disagreement
about the need for further increases in overall resources, it appears clear that
the additional resources provided to disadvantaged students in these earlier
decades played an important role in reducing the gap.17


While some of the studies suggest that parity in resources has already been
achieved, this is easily disproven through a more careful view of other school
quality measures—especially those related to teacher quality. There is strong
evidence that minority students are assigned to the least effective teachers, as
measured by teacher preparation and experience (Barton 2003) and value
added (Sanders and Rivers 1996). In addition, teachers are more prone to
turnover in predominantly black schools (Hanushek et al. 2001). Thus, it is
apparent that the improvement in equity of content quality discussed previ-
ously may be masking inequities in what is actually taught in classrooms, due
to the differing skills and knowledge levels of teachers.


These findings suggest that attracting and retaining effective teachers in
low-performing schools is critical to reducing the achievement gap. On the
face of it, accountability could help solve this problem by creating incentives
that make teachers of low-performing students become more effective. Yet,
some policies may have the opposite effect. Accountability generally starts with
the assumption that the successful are rewarded and the unsuccessful are
punished, whether they be students, teachers, or administrators. But even
where accountability systems are carefully designed, they may actually reflect
factors that are outside of the control of schools. If this is true, so that the
“successful” students happen to be white, or if “successful” teachers happen
to teach white students, then the schools attended by white students will be
more attractive to teachers. Ladd and Walsh (2002) find, for example, that
identifying a school as “failing” makes it more difficult for the school to recruit
teachers, implying a reduction in school capacity. The net effect of these
pressures is far from certain, and more research on this topic is clearly
necessary.


What is clear from the collection of evidence in this section is that the
capacity of schools attended by minority students has increased substantially
over the past half-century and that this has contributed to the reduction in
the achievement gap. It is also evident that significant gaps remain, as shown
by the gaps in teacher quality and teacher turnover. The fact that these gaps
are less obvious when looking at education spending, class size, and other
common measures indicates only that the problem has evolved rather than
declined. The evidence supports the notion that reductions in the achievement
gap could still be obtained by increasing capacity in the schools attended by
minority students; indeed, significant improvements in the quality of these
schools probably require it. This conclusion also contradicts a common and
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basic assumption underlying many accountability policies: that schools simply
need to become more efficient.


The Chicago School Reforms


The previous section discusses studies that focus on the average effects of
individual policies that have been implemented throughout the nation. This
section considers the Chicago school reforms as a special case in which a large
number of reforms were implemented in a single school district. The reforms
have also received a great deal of attention from researchers who have been
able to track annual achievement scores of individual students.


According to Miller et al. (2002), the Chicago reforms began in the late
1980s and focused on providing greater local autonomy over schools. These
“Phase I” policies were followed by a quite different “Phase II” that included
strong mayoral control, government-based accountability, and direct inter-
vention by district administrators. Beginning in 1996–97, the Phase II reforms
included PGEs in grades 3, 6, and 8 that were intended to end social pro-
motion. Students failing the PGE were required to attend summer school and
were held back a grade if this did not occur before the following fall term.
Students below the bar after eighth grade were required to attend alternative
high schools.


Accountability was also instituted for schools and school personnel. Seven
schools have been reconstituted, although these penalties also came with ad-
ditional resources in the form of outside advisors and $500,000 in extra fund-
ing. Others reforms included in Phase II were after-school programs and high
school redesigns. A large number of charter schools have also been opened,
although this is not usually considered part of the reforms, and we are aware
of no systematic analyses of their effects. Collectively, the Chicago school
reforms represent a combination of time and content standards, GBA, MBA,
and increased capacity.


Chicago’s school system mirrors the rest of the nation in many important
respects. Asian and white students score much higher than black and Hispanic
students on standardized tests. Also, according to Rosenkranz (2002), average
test score levels increased throughout the 1990s for all racial subgroups, but
the achievement gap increased between blacks and whites, as in figure 1, while
the Hispanic-white gap remained steady. Miller et al. (2002) report that the
likelihood of students passing the course sequence necessary for college prep-
aration increased by three percentage points between 1993 and 2000, con-
trolling for differences in samples of students. Similarly, the number of students
“on track” to graduate increased by eight percentage points. Unfortunately,
these last figures are not reported by racial subgroups. Overall, Chicago’s
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upward trend in achievement and downward trend in equity are consistent
with the national picture.


The fact that the achievement gap increased during this period of active
reform suggests that even a large collection of reforms, or at least this particular
collection, may not be enough to offset other forces on students and schools.
Nonetheless, it is important to consider what each policy contributed to these
trends. The PGEs at grades 3, 6, and 8 would seem to be the centerpiece of
the reforms, but they were accompanied by increased resources in some
schools, increased instructional time (summer school) for students who were
below the bar, and greater accountability for teachers and administrators.


Roderick et al. (2002) find effects for PGEs that were almost uniformly
positive in grades 6 and 8, but not in grade 3. Also, while schools with large
portions of high-risk students appear to benefit the most in terms of reading
and third-grade math, the opposite is true in sixth- and eighth-grade math.
One factor that might drive these differential results is that the standardized
test (Iowa Test of Basic Skills [ITBS]) focused entirely on reading, which
suggests that narrow forms of PGEs may simply shift time, effort, and resources
from one subject to another.18 It is unclear, though, why such shifts in focus
would have affected these groups in different ways.


An alternative approach to studying the effects of PGEs is to focus on what
happens to students who fail to meet the standards. In Chicago, more than
7,000 student per year have been held back, even after having an opportunity
to retake the exam. Nagoaka and Roderick (2004) study the effects of this
form of PGE on the students who were held back and found neither positive
nor negative effects on their achievement, although large percentages were
placed in special education. Combined with the above evidence of positive
effects on the average student, this would suggest that PGEs have positive
effects overall but that not all students gain from them.


At the high school level, Miller et al. (2002) report that gains in achievement
resulted from improvements in student preparation in lower grades and from
the change in the composition of students taking the ITBS, not efforts to
improve high schools.19 They conclude that “the only provision of the 1997
high school redesign that can be clearly associated with improvement in stu-
dent performance were policies that mandated a more rigorous curriculum.”20


Hess (2003) focused on seven Chicago schools that were reconstituted. He
finds that students who enrolled in more challenging courses reached higher
achievement after reconstitution, although the latter trend was not significantly
different from the average Chicago public school. Because other public schools
were also subject to new and different pressures during the same time period,
it is somewhat unclear whether the reconstitution raised achievement beyond
what would have occurred otherwise. A separate review of the evidence has
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concluded that the Chicago reconstitutions have been generally positive, de-
spite evidence to the contrary in other locations (ECS 2002).


While there is more to the Chicago story than could be captured in this
brief discussion, research on the Chicago school reforms paints a picture very
similar to that from the other literature reviewed in previous sections.21 Higher
academic standards were found to have a positive impact on student achieve-
ment. “A more rigorous curriculum” at the high school level and promotion
exams at lower grade levels once again appear to be successful levers. The
effects of reconstitutions also appear positive, in contrast to studies of programs
in other locations.


Discussion


Much has been learned about the effects of the recent reform movement on
achievement, especially those reforms that have been in place for longer pe-
riods of time. Table 2 adds to table 1 the findings of the literature review and
provides a more detailed taxonomy of reforms that proves useful in under-
standing recent trends in the achievement gap and creating new solutions.
Because the issue of capacity cuts across all reforms, we include a separate
row that documents measured resource trends. We also include rows that
relate the policy trends to changes in the achievement gap and to the apparent
effects of these policies, as reviewed throughout the previous section.


Table 2 helps to illustrate some of the main conclusions of the analysis.
First, policy has evolved from the application of government pressures to
students to the application of market pressure to schools. This shift also re-
flected a change in the underlying assumptions behind the reforms. The pol-
icies implemented before 1990, and recommended in NAR, were based on
the idea that schools needed greater capacity and that students needed to be
pressured to take more difficult courses. By the earlier 1990s, some argued
that the NAR recommendations had failed and therefore reversed the logic,
assuming instead that it is the schools that need to be pressured (Chubb and
Moe 1990). Implicit in this are the ideas that school capacity is sufficient, that
the lack of success for many students is due to a lack of choices and competition,
and that students will demand more rigorous content if given the opportunity.
The recent accountability movement therefore represents a distinct change in
direction and philosophy. The shift toward accountability was not a simple
extension of an earlier move toward time and standards.


Second, there are common threads that run through all of the successful
reform efforts, across all policy categories. Policies that have increased capacity
and exposure to rigorous content have helped reduce the achievement gap.
This is certainly true of the reforms during the period of the civil rights







TABLE 2


Summary and Taxonomy of Policy Reforms


POLICY CATEGORIES


CONTENT AND TIME


STANDARDS


ACCOUNTABILITY


Government-Based Market-Based


Specific policies School days/year,
hours/day, and
course
requirements


Promotion/gradua-
tion exams


Takeovers, oversight,
and reconstitution


School report cards Vouchers, charters,
and school choice


Achievement gap
(NAEP trend)


Large decrease Large decrease Small increase Small increase Small increase


Subject of pressure Students Students Schools Schools Schools
Resource gap (trend) Large decrease Large decrease Unclear Unclear Unclear
Effect of policy on


gap (literature
review)


Large decrease Unclear Small or no decrease Unclear Small or no decrease


Approximate years 1950s–70s 1980s 1990s


NOTE.—NAEP p National Assessment of Educational Progress.
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movement when schools educating black students were given considerably
greater resources. The evidence here suggests that it is also true of time and
content standards. The PGE is the only form of accountability for which there
is strong evidence of a reduction in the achievement gap, and this, too, appears
to result from the more rigorous content that students were induced to receive
(Alexander 2000; Bishop 1998). Takeovers and reconstitutions may also have
potential, especially where they are accompanied by more resources, as in
Chicago, which appears to be one of the more successful examples. The
successful reforms therefore share a common underlying logic, focusing on
capacity and content, though the specific mechanisms have evolved and ex-
panded over time.


It is noteworthy that PGEs seem to be the most promising form of account-
ability for reducing the achievement gap. Only roughly half of the states are
considered to use standardized tests in this manner, according to Carnoy and
Loeb (2003), and the stakes in many cases appear relatively low. There are
legitimate, and potentially significant, concerns about the use of PGEs that our
analysis cannot address, such as the tendency to narrow and lower the rigor
of the curriculum. Nevertheless, our findings do provide some support for the
effectiveness of PGEs on achievement, and the fact that few states use tests
in this way means that the move toward accountability has not focused on
the policy that appears to have the greatest potential to reduce inequality.


An additional caveat is that it is inherently difficult to evaluate test-based
accountability because the means of evaluation are the student achievement
scores on which the accountability system is based. Apparent increases in
scores resulting from the PGEs and other tests may therefore reflect changes
in curriculum focus or test preparation rather than genuine differences in
learning. Such concerns have been expressed by other researchers, including
Roderick et al. (2002) regarding the Chicago case. Some of the research
reviewed here has attempted to work around this problem by basing effec-
tiveness on other low-stakes tests, such as the NAEP. If low-stakes tests are
quite different in content from high-stakes exams, however, then it is difficult
to see how these would be good measures of effectiveness. Nonetheless, the
use of low-stakes tests does address the issue of direct test preparation because
it is unlikely that teachers would coach students as vigorously in how to answer
the specific types of questions used in low-stakes examinations.


Notwithstanding these concerns, the above explanations for the decline in
the achievement gap up through the 1980s are quite similar to those of Griss-
mer et al. (1998), who studied the same question using data and research from
this earlier time period. They find that improved family circumstances explain
only a “small part” of the relative improvement of minority students during
and after the civil rights movement (1998, 221). They instead emphasize “more
demanding course work,” “reductions in class size,” and “school desegrega-
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tion” as the most likely explanations. In addition to reinforcing our conclusion
regarding course content and resources, their conclusion considers a wider
variety of possible explanations. School segregation, for instance, has appar-
ently worsened during this period (Orfield 2001). Changes in family and
community factors have not apparently faired much better. During the 1980s,
Lee (2002) finds some positive changes in racial gaps in the areas of illicit
drug use, crime victimization, single-parent households, and poverty, but he
shows that the gaps on all of these measures worsened during the 1990s.22


Regardless of trends, there are unquestionably large gaps remaining in
students’ home environments. Perhaps the most telling statistic is that there
are achievement gaps of one full standard deviation as early as kindergarten
(Lee and Burkham 2002). Barton (2003) and Rothstein (2004) also document
large gaps in areas such as student mobility, birth weight, lead poisoning,
nutrition, reading time, television watching, and parental attention, all of which
are determined largely by the home environment rather than schools.


Finally, while we have focused on the achievement gap, it is fortunate that
our findings do not imply a trade-off between equity and overall performance,
or between helping those who stay in the educational system compared with
those who drop out. The most promising policy identified here, PGEs, appears
to raise average achievement and reduce the achievement gap at the same
time. The other promising policy, increased school capacity, can play an im-
portant role in reducing the achievement gap and is also likely to enable
schools to provide for the needs of the students most at risk of dropping out.
Whether this is accomplished depends on how accountability systems are
designed and the degree to which they provide incentives for schools to use
their capacity for this purpose. In short, it will take a combination of careful
accountability, standards, and resources both to challenge students and teach-
ers and to provide them with what they need to meet those challenges.


Conclusion


While providing many positive lessons for educational reform, the findings
here supply only modest optimism about the current reform direction. The
federal NCLB legislation will require schools to report scores by racial-ethnic
groups, focus on high-quality teachers, and increase federal spending, which
all appear to be beneficial steps for the purpose of equity. The increased testing
also has the potential to help, but NCLB allows states to define the proficiency
cutoff scores on their own, and this may create incentives for schools to focus
intensively on basic material rather than rigorous content. In addition, our
findings suggest that the NCLB misses the mark with the increased school-
focused sanctions and market-based accountability. These strategies may prove
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to be effective in the long run, but the evidence to date has been neutral at
best.


Our analysis suggests that the remaining achievement gaps in educational
content are due, at least in part, to differences in teacher training and retention.
On this point, the NCLB focus on “highly qualified teachers” is a step in the
right direction, but there may be little hope of genuinely improving teacher
quality in low-performing schools without greater resources and efforts to
combat the harsh working conditions that have been shown to be the primary
factors leading teachers to leave these schools. The NCLB does not address
these central issues.


The recommendations in NAR, in contrast, appear to be more beneficial
for equity despite the focus of the report on the average student. This is similar
to the conclusion of Guthrie and Springer (2004), who write that the 1983
report had misdiagnosed the problem (i.e., poor economic performance and
declining test scores) but had still gotten the solutions right. The present
analysis provides a variation on this theme, suggesting that the approach in
NAR could solve a problem, namely, educational inequality, that it had largely
ignored. The higher standards and higher teacher salaries recommended in
the report remain unfulfilled next steps toward this end.


Minority students have made steady gains in achievement over the past
half century. This is good news, but the strong link between achievement and
race-ethnicity remains and seems to be growing. Minority students still score
nearly a full standard deviation below whites, and, as we have shown, the gap
is now growing rather than shrinking. The evidence in this article shows that
some forms of accountability can make a contribution to increasing achieve-
ment equity. However, this will require a change in the assumptions underlying
the reform movement. It is necessary to acknowledge that most schools that
are low performing lack capacity at least as much as they lack efficiency. Also,
the types of standards reforms implemented in the 1980s did not fail but,
rather, failed to go far enough. Accountability must therefore be redirected
toward the capacity and content focus of the past—a focus found clearly, and
perhaps surprisingly, in NAR.


Notes


For their useful comments, we thank Debbi Harris, Jaekyung Lee, two anonymous
referees, and participants in sessions at the 2005 annual meeting of the American
Education Research Association and a June 2005 meeting of the Harvard Achievement
Gap Initiative. All remaining faults are our responsibility.


1. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, people with bachelor’s degrees earned 1.5
times more than high school graduates in 1975, and this grew to 1.8 by 1999. The
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upward trend is even faster for people with master’s degrees (Day and Newburger
2002).


2. Camara and Schmidt (1999) consider the SAT, ACT, Medical College Admission
Test, Law School Admission Test, and Graduate Record Exam. Phillips et al. (1998)
focus on NAEP but also consider other sources.


3. Boozer et al. (1992) show that 64 percent of African Americans in 1968 were still
in schools in which 90–100 percent of students were also African American. See Orfield
(2001) for a more recent analysis of trends in school segregation.


4. See Firestone et al. 1990. Darling-Hammond and Berry (1988) estimate that over
700 new policies began implementation between 1983 and 1985 alone. Firestone et
al. (1990, 76) indicate that “the highest level of state activity was in mandating more
academic courses,” which was one of the key recommendations in NAR.


5. Lillard and DeCicca (2001) compare dropout rates with state standard policies,
finding that the rates increase with higher course graduation requirements. Bishop and
Mane (2001) and Dee (2003) use similar methods and find similar results. Dee also
finds that the increase in dropout rates appears larger for African Americans than for
whites.


6. Guthrie and Springer (2004) discuss three phases of reform. Their “first wave”
(1983–90) is almost identical to what we have described as the post-NAR phase of
longer school years, graduation requirements, and so on. Their second wave
(1990–2000) is characterized by “systems” and “market-based” reforms. Most of the
actual market-based reforms have centered on charter schools, which developed in the
late 1990s, which we therefore consider a separate phase. Their systems reforms are
quite similar to what we describe as GBA. Their third wave begins in 2001 with NCLB.
We discuss this phase in our discussion section. Dee (2003) also uses the first-wave and
second-wave categories. Others have used “top-down” and “bottom-up,” but we find
it difficult to map some policies into either category. The remainder of the article
further elaborates the distinctions we make and our reasons for doing so.


7. The percentages for African American and white adults with less than five years
of elementary school were 41.8 and 10.9 in 1940, and 4.8 and 1.2 in 1988, respectively.
Hispanic gains were apparently much smaller during these years, but it is very difficult
to disentangle their attainment from major changes in immigration over the same time
period.


8. The data sources used by NCES (2001) include the SAT, the NAEP, and High
School and Beyond. Various combinations of courses were considered. The base com-
bination includes four units of English, three units of social studies, two units of science,
and two units of math during their high school years. More stringent combinations
required additional units in math, as well as computers and foreign languages. The
trends are similar regardless of the combination chosen.


9. There have been several factors, however, limiting the effects of standards on
actual course taking: (a) many school districts had already set standards at or above
new state requirements (Firestone et al. 1990), (b) a large proportion of students were
meeting the new minimum requirements before they were introduced (Chaney et al.
1997), (c) many students graduated despite failing to meet the new standards (Teitelbaum
2003), and (d ) some students who changed their course taking in response to the
requirements did so by taking more of the same watered-down content (Dee 2003).


10. Teitelbaum (2003) finds no statistically significant effects of course work on
achievement, but this is probably due to the fact that the measurement of course taking
includes only Carnegie units, not whether the courses taught high-level content. This
is consistent with the stated finding that the Carnegie unit is a weak measure of rigor.
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11. Lee (2002) does not point out this change in trend in “advanced courses” starting
around 1990, but the data in his figs. 5 and 6 clearly support it.


12. For Carnoy and Loeb (2003), the existence of “school report cards” is determined
by whether a public report was issued that includes achievement data at the school
level (dummy variable). The “repercussions” are rated according to Carnoy and Loeb’s
assessment about whether the incentives were “none,” “weak,” “moderate,” or “strong.”
The last variable indicates whether a high school exit (graduation) exam was introduced
during the 1990s.


13. Before the U.S. presidential election of 2000, a flurry of attention was paid to
two additional studies that gave different impressions of the effects of accountability
in Texas. Grissmer and Flanagan (1998) found that Texas had higher NAEP scores
than would be expected based on its demographics and other factors. Some observers
attributed the effects to Texas’s accountability system, which was not a direct part of
Grissmer’s analysis. In contrast, Klein et al. (2000) found that the large gains on Texas’s
state standardized tests after accountability were not corroborated by NAEP scores,
suggesting that the effects may not have reflected genuine academic gains. These studies
should not be viewed as contradictory, nor as especially persuasive compared with
those discussed in the text.


14. We make no distinction here between minimum competency testing and stan-
dards-based testing, both of which could be used in the promotion-graduation decision.
There are other forms of incentives that could be attached to the exams, such as college
scholarships, but there is little evidence regarding their effects on achievement or the
achievement gap.


15. In Harris and Herrington (2004), state governments that required school report
cards (as reported in Carnoy and Loeb [2003]) were given the highest score of one.
Some states had report cards only at the district level or had some other weaker form
of report card; Harris and Herrington (2004) give these a 0.5 rating. Other states were
rated zero. The four-level repercussion variable was placed on a 0–3 scale, where 3
reflects strong repercussions. For the graduation exam variable, states that had intro-
duced such exams during the 1990s were given a one. States introducing exams earlier
were given a 0.5. A large number of states introduced these exams very recently, and
they applied only to graduates in years outside the range of the NAEP scores used in
the regression analysis; these were also given zeros. These three separate variables were
then used to replace the single accountability index used by Carnoy and Loeb (see n.
12 for more details).


16. The results from Jacob (2001) are more positive for math scores, which are
generally considered more pliable than reading scores. Jacob does not report results
separately, though he does report them according to the initial level of student achieve-
ment. Interestingly, the results appear more positive for students whose initial achieve-
ment was already near or above average. The results are statistically insignificant for
both the overall sample and these subgroups.


17. Hanushek (1996) and Greenwald et al. (1996) have published well-known meta-
analyses of the literature on education production functions. The studies are based on
data from the 1970s and 1980s. These authors come to very different conclusions even
when considering the same group of studies. The Coleman report (1966) is one of the
earliest and most-cited articles on this topic.


18. Math scores were used only to determine reconstitutions, which threatened
relatively few schools. This may mean that the average school deemphasized math,
placing low-scoring students in separate classes for intensive reading instruction, perhaps
replacing math content. An additional factor that may explain these findings is that
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the school district used a relatively low passing standard (20th percentile of national
norms).


19. The compositional change was caused by several factors, including increases in
the rate at which high-performing elementary school students remained in the Chicago
public school district, which are apparently due to the creation of college preparatory
magnet schools. Also, the percentage of high school students placed in special education
increased from 11.5 percent in 1993–94 to 16.4 percent in 1999–2000; special edu-
cation students are not required to take the high-stakes exam (Miller et al. 2002).


20. Miller et al. (2002, 53; italics added). Miller et al. also document increases in
the graduation rate, which suggests that some forms of standards and accountability
need not reduce the number of students who continue and finish school.


21. We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that the high rates, and
changes in patterns, of migration in Chicago may also have affected these results. The
reviewer indicates that middle-class African Americans have been moving out of the
city and have been replaced by white families, some of whom have children of school
age.


22. An additional theory proposed by Ferguson (2001) is that the change in youth
culture in the late 1980s contributed to an increase in the achievement gap for black
students.
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“A Nation At Risk” 
National Commission of Excellence in Education 


1983 
 


I. Research Question 
Why is the United States declining in education, when compared to older generations or 


other developed nations? 
 
II. Major Findings 
Curriculum: 


• High School curriculum is diluted with no central focus. 
• Too few students take advanced courses in high school 


Academic expectations: 
• “Minimum competency” tests too low  
• Textbooks and curriculum provide inadequate challenge to students 


Time: 
• Too much time in school used for non-academic purposes 
• Classrooms inefficiencies result in 1/5 less instructional time for some students  


 
III. Policy Implications 
 Often referred to as the genesis of the current standards-based testing movement. In 1982, 
only five states had a graduation exam (MD, NC, NV, NY and VA). By 1985, six more states 
followed suit (AL, FL, GA, HI, NJ and TN). By 1993, four more states added an exam (LA, MS, 
NM, and TX) bringing the total to fifteen states.  Arizona first passed legislation mandating a 
high school graduation tests in 1996.  By 1986, thirty-five states enacted comprehensive reforms 
that increased graduation requirements and testing.  
 Direct international comparisons continue in current policy discussions. There are still 
fears that U.S. schools are not adequately preparing students to compete in the global market. 
This concern has also been raised in the local context of Arizona preparing students who will 
accelerate Arizona’s economic growth. 
 
IV. Methods 
 This study primarily relies on data from NAEP, SAT, and international comparison 
assessments. In the years since this report was released, many researchers have found holes in 
this study and its findings. In 1997, The New York Times labeled the report as “propaganda.” The 
report features research that is negatively spun, and does not include research that existed at the 
time that showed American schools as being among the best internationally in reading. 
Additionally, achievement on the NAEP test was at a record high at the time of the report, and 
has continually increased in years since. At the time of the report, there were shrunken gaps in 
NAEP achievement between White students and African-American and Latino students, and the 
number of students taking AP courses had grown exponentially over the 20 years preceding the 
report. IQ scores were also at higher levels in 1983 than twenty years prior.  
 Finally, although the nation’s economy stalled in the early 80’s, shortly thereafter it 
surpassed Japan and Germany, two nations believed to be academically superior to the US in this 
report. 
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A Nation at Risk: 
The Imperative for 
Educational Reform 


National Commission on 
Excellence in Education 


Our Nation is at risk. Our once un- 


challenged preeminence in commerce, in- 


dustry, science, and technological innova- 
tion is being overtaken by competitors 
throughout the world. This report is con- 
cerned with only one of the many causes 
and dimensions of the problem, but it is 
the one that undergirds American pros- 
perity, security, and civility. We report to 
the American people that while we can 
take justifiable pride in what our schools 
and colleges have historically accomplished 
and contributed to the United States and 
the well-being of its people, the educa- 
tional foundations of our society are pres- 
ently being eroded by a rising tide of 


mediocrity that threatens our very future 
as a Nation and a people. What was un- 


imaginable a generation ago has begun to 
occur-others are matching and surpass- 
ing our educational attainments. 


If an unfriendly foreign power had at- 


tempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that 
exists today, we might well have viewed it 
as an act of war. As it stands, we have 
allowed this to happen to ourselves. We 
have even squandered the gains in student 
achievement made in the wake of the 


Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we have 
dismantled essential support systems 
which helped make those gains possible. 
We have, in effect, been committing an act 
of unthinking, unilateral educational dis- 
armament. 


Our society and its educational in- 
stitutions seem to have lost sight of the 
basic purposes of schooling, and of the 
high expectations and disciplined effort 
needed to attain them. This report, the re- 
sult of 18 months of study, seeks to gener- 
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ate reform of our educational system in 
fundamental ways and to renew the Na- 
tion's commitment to schools and colleges 
of high quality throughout the length and 
breadth of our land. 


That we have compromised this com- 
mitment is, upon reflection, hardly sur- 


prising, given the multitude of often con- 
flicting demands we have placed on our 
Nation's schools and colleges. They are 


routinely called on to provide solutions to 


personal, social, and political problems 
that the home and other institutions either 
will not or cannot resolve. We must under- 
stand that these demands on our schools 
and colleges often exact an educational 
cost as well as a financial one. 


On the occasion of the Commission's 
first meeting, President Reagan noted the 
central importance of education in Ameri- 
can life when he said: "Certainly there are 
few areas of American life as important to 
our society, to our people, and to our 
families as our schools and colleges." This 
report, therefore, is as much an open letter 
to the American people as it is a report to 
the Secretary of Education. We are con- 
fident that the American people, properly 
informed, will do what is right for their 
children and for the generations to come. 


The risk 


History is not kind to idlers. The time is 
long past when America's destiny was as- 
sured simply by an abundance of natural 
resources and inexhaustible human en- 
thusiasm, and by our relative isolation 
from the malignant problems of older 
civilizations. The world is indeed one 
global village. We live among determined, 
well-educated, and strongly motivated 
competitors. We compete with them for 
international standing and markets, not 
only with products but also with the ideas 
of our laboratories and neighborhood 
workshops. America's position in the world 
may once have been reasonably secure 
with only a few exceptionally well-trained 
men and women. It is no longer. 


The risk is not only that the Japanese 
make automobilies more efficiently than 
Americans and have government subsidies 
for development and export. It is not just 
that the South Koreans recently built the 
world's most efficient steel mill, or that 
American machine tools, once the pride of 
the world, are being displaced by German 
products. It is also that these developments 
signify a redistribution of trained capabil- 
ity throughout the globe. Knowledge, 
learning, information, and skilled intelli- 


gence are the new raw materials of inter- 
national commerce and are today spread- 
ing throughout the world as vigorously as 
miracle drugs, synthetic fertilizers, and 
blue jeans did earlier. If only to keep and 
improve on the slim competitive edge we 
still retain in world markets, we must dedi- 
cate ourslves to the reform of our educa- 
tional system for the benefit of all-old and 
young alike, affluent and poor, majority 
and minority. Learning is the indispens- 
able investment required for success in the 
"information age" we are entering. 


Our concern, however, goes well be- 
yond matters such as industry and com- 
merce. It also includes the intellectual, 
moral, and spiritual strengths of our 
people which knit together the very fabric 
of our society. The people of the United 
States need to know that individuals in our 
society who do not possess the levels of 
skill, literacy, and training essential to this 
new era will be effectively disenfranchised, 
not simply from the material rewards that 


accompany competent performance, but 
also from the chance to participate fully in 
our national life. A high level of shared 
education is essential to a free, democratic 
society and to the fostering of a common 
culture, especially in a country that prides 
itself on pluralism and individual freedom. 


For our country to function, citizens 
must be able to reach some common 
understandings on complex issues, often 
on short notice and on the basis of con- 
flicting or incomplete evidence. Education 
helps form these common understandings, 
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a point Thomas Jefferson made long ago 
in his justly famous dictum: 


I know no safe depository of the ultimate 
powers of the society but the people 
themselves; and if we think them not en- 
lightened enough to exercise their con- 
trol with a wholesome discretion, the 
remedy is not to take it from them but to 
inform their discretion. 


Part of what is at risk is the promise 
first made on this continent: All, regardless 
of race or class or economic status, are en- 
titled to a fair chance and to the tools for 


developing their individual powers of 
mind and spirit to the utmost. This prom- 
ise means that all children by virtue of 
their own efforts, competently guided, can 
hope to attain the mature and informed 
judgment needed to secure gainful em- 
ployment and to manage their own lives, 
thereby serving not only their own inter- 
ests but also the progress of society itself. 


Indicators of the risk 
The educational dimensions of the risk be- 
fore us have been amply documented in 
testimony received by the Commission. For 
example: 


* International comparisons of student 
achievement, completed a decade ago, 
reveal that on 19 academic tests Ameri- 
can students were never first or second 
and, in comparison with other industri- 
alized nations, were last seven times. 


* Some 23 million American adults are 
functionally illiterate by the simplest 
tests of everyday reading, writing, and 
comprehension. 


* About 13 percent of all 17-year-olds in 
the United States can be considered 
functionally illiterate. Functional illiter- 
acy among minority youth may run as 
high as 40 percent. 


* Average achievement of high school 
students on most standardized tests is 
now lower than 26 years ago when 
Sputnik was launched. 


* Over half the population of gifted stu- 
dents do not match their tested ability 
with comparable achievement in school. 


* The College Board's Scholastic Aptitude 
Tests (SAT) demonstrate a virtually un- 
broken decline from 1963 to 1980. Av- 
erage verbal scores fell over 50 points 
and average mathematics scores 
dropped nearly 40 points. 


* College Board achievement tests also re- 
veal consistent declines in recent years 
in such subjects as physics and English. 


* Both the number and proportion of 
students demonstrating superior 
achievement on the SATs (i.e., those 
with scores of 650 or higher) have also 
dramatically declined. 


* Many 17-year-olds do not possess the 
"higher order" intellectual skills we 
should expect of them. Nearly 40 per- 
cent cannot draw inferences from writ- 
ten material; only one-fifth can write a 
persuasive essay; and only one-third can 
solve a mathematics problem requiring 
several steps. 


* There was a steady decline in science 
achievement scores of U.S. 17-year-olds 
as measured by national assessments of 
science in 1969, 1973, and 1977. 


* Between 1975 and 1980, remedial 
mathematics courses in public 4-year 
colleges increased by 72 percent and 
now constitute one-quarter of all math- 
ematics courses taught in those in- 
stitutions. 


* Average tested achievement of students 
graduating from college is also lower. 


* Business and military leaders complain 
that they are required to spend millions 
of dollars on costly remedial education 
and training programs in such basic 
skills as reading, writing, spelling, and 
computation. The Department of the 
Navy, for example, reported to the 
Commission that one-quarter of its re- 
cent recruits cannot read at the ninth- 
grade level, the minimum needed sim- 
ply to understand written safety in- 
structions. Without remedial work they 
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cannot even begin, much less complete, 
the sophisticated training essential in 
much of the modern military. 


These deficiencies come at a time when 
the demand for highly skilled workers in 
new fields is accelerating rapidly. For- 
example: 


* Computers and computer-controlled 
equipment are penetrating every aspect 
of our lives-homes, factories, and 
offices. 


* One estimate indicates that by the turn 
of the century millions of jobs will in- 
volve laser technology and robotics. 


* Technology is radically transforming a 
host of other occupations. They include 
health care, medical science, energy 
production, food processing, construc- 
tion, and the building, repair, and 
maintenance of sophisticated scientific, 
educational, military, and industrial 
equipment. 


Analysts examining these indicators of 
student performance and the demands for 
new skills have made some chilling obser- 
vations. Educational researcher Paul Hurd 
concluded at the end of a thorough na- 
tional survey of student achievement that, 
within the context of the modern scientific 
revolution, "We are raising a new genera- 
tion of Americans that is scientifically and 
technologically illiterate." In a similar vein, 
John Slaughter, a former Director of the 
National Science Foundation, warned of"a 
growing chasm between a small scientific 
and technological elite and a citizenry ill- 
informed, indeed uninformed, on issues 
with a science component." 


But the problem does not stop there, 
nor do all observers see it the same way. 
Some worry that schools may emphasize 
such rudiments as reading and computa- 
tion at the expense of other essential skills 
such as comprehension, analysis, solving 
problems, and drawing conclusions. Still 
others are concerned that an over- 


emphasis on technical and occupational 
skills will leave little time for studying the 
arts and humanities that so enrich daily 
life, help maintain civility, and develop a 
sense of community. Knowledge of the 
humanities, they maintain, must be har- 
nessed to science and technology if the 
latter are to remain creative and humane, 
just as the humanities need to be informed 
by science and technology if they are to 
remain relevant to the human condition. 
Another analyst, Paul Copperman, has 
drawn a sobering conclusion. Until now, 
he has noted: 


Each generation of Americans has out- 
stripped its parents in education, in lit- 
eracy, and in economic attainment. For 
the first time in the history of our coun- 
try, the educational skills of one genera- 
tion will not surpass, will not equal, will 
not even approach, those of their par- 
ents. 


It is important, of course, to recognize 
that the average citizen today is better edu- 
cated and more knowledgeable than the 
average citizen of a generation ago-more 
literate,,and exposed to more mathematics, 
literature, and science. The positive impact 
of this fact on the well-being of our coun- 
try and the lives of our people cannot be 
overstated. Nevertheless, the average 
graduate of our schools and colleges today 
is not as well-educated as the average 
graduate of 25 or 35 years ago, when a 
much smaller proportion of our popula- 
tion completed high school and college. 
The negative impact of this fact likewise 
cannot be overstated. 


Hope andfrustration 
Statistics and their interpretation by ex- 
perts show only the surface dimension of 
the difficulties we face. Beneath them lies a 
tension between hope and frustration that 
characterizes current attitudes about edu- 
cation at every level. 


We have heard the voices of high 
school and college students, school board 
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members, and teachers; of leaders of in- 
dustry, minority groups, and higher edu- 
cation; of parents and State officials. We 
could hear the hope evident in their com- 
mitment to quality education and in their 
descriptions of outstanding programs and 
schools. We could also hear the intensity of 
their frustration, a growing impatience 
with shoddiness in many walks of Ameri- 
can life, and the complaint that this shod- 
diness is too often reflected in our schools 
and colleges. Their frustration threatens to 
overwhelm their hope. 


What lies behind this emerging na- 
tional sense of frustration can be described 
as both a dimming of personal expecta- 
tions and the fear of losing a shared vision 
for America. 


On the personal level the student, the 
parent, and the caring teacher all perceive 
that a basic promise is not being kept. 
More and more young people emerge 
from high school ready neither for college 
nor for work. This predicament becomes 
more acute as the knowledge base con- 
tinues its rapid expansion, the number of 
traditional jobs shrinks, and new jobs de- 
mand greater sophistication and prepara- 
tion. 


On a broader scale, we sense that this 
undertone of frustration has significant 
political implications, for its cuts across 
ages, generations, races, and political and 
economic groups. We have come to under- 
stand that the public will demand that edu- 
cational and political leaders act forcefully 
and effectively on these issues. Indeed, 
such demands have already appeared and 
could well become a unifying national 
preoccupation. This unity, however, can 
be achieved only if we avoid the un- 
productive tendency of some to search for 
scapegoats among the victims, such as the 
beleaguered teachers. 


On the positive side is the significant 
movement by political and educational 
leaders to search for solutions-so far 
centering largely on the nearly desperate 
need for increased support for the teach- 


ing of mathematics and science. This 
movement is but a start on what we believe 
is a larger and more educationally encom- 


passing need to improve teaching and 
learning in fields such as English, history, 
geography, economics, and foreign lan- 
guages. We believe this movement must be 
broadened and directed toward reform 
and excellence throughout education. 


Excellence in education 
We define "excellence" to mean several 
related things. At the level of the individual 
learner, it means performing on the bound- 
ary of individual ability in ways that test 
and push back personal limits, in school 
and in the workplace. Excellence charac- 
terizes a school or college that sets high ex- 
pectations and goals for all learners, then 
tries in every way possible to help students 
reach them. Excellence characterizes a so- 
ciety that has adopted these policies, for it 
will then be prepared through the educa- 
tion and skill of its people to respond to the 
challenges of a rapidly changing world. 
Our Nation's people and its schools and 
colleges must be committed to achieving 
excellence in all these senses. 


We do not believe that a public com- 
mitment to excellence and educational re- 
form must be made at the expense of a 
strong public commitment to the equitable 
treatment of our diverse population. The 
twin goals of equity and high-quality 
schooling have profound and practical 
meaning for our economy and society, and 
we cannot permit one to yield to the other 
either in principle or in practice. To do so 
would deny young people their chance to 
learn and live according to their aspira- 
tions and abilities. It also would lead to a 
generalized accommodation to mediocrity 
in our society on the one hand or the crea- 
tion of an undemocratic elitism on the 
other. 


Our goal must be to develop the talents 
of all to their fullest. Attaining that goal 
requires that we expect and assist all stu- 
dents to work to the limits of their 
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capabilities. We should expect schools to 
have genuinely high standards rather than 
minimum ones, and parents to support 
and encourage their children to make the 
most of their talents and abilities. 


The search for solutions to our educa- 
tional problems must also include a com- 
mitment to life-long learning. The task of 


rebuilding our system of learning is enor- 
mous and must be properly understood 
and taken seriously: Although a million 
and a half new workers enter the economy 
each year from our schools and colleges, 
the adults working today will still make up 
about 75 percent of the workforce in the 
year 2000. These workers, and new en- 
trants into the workforce, will need further 
education and retraining if they-and we 
as a Nation-are to thrive and prosper. 


The learning society 
In a world of ever-accelerating competi- 
tion and change in the conditions of the 
workplace, of ever-greater danger, and of 
ever-larger opportunities for those pre- 
pared to meet them, educational reform 
should focus on the goal of creating a 
Learning Society. At the heart of such a 
society is the commitment to a set of values 
and to a system of education that affords 
all members the opportunity to stretch 
their minds to full capacity, from early 
childhood through adulthood, learning 
more as the world itself changes. Such a 
society has as a basic foundation the idea 
that education is important not only be- 
cause of what it contributes to one's career 
goals but also because of the value it adds 
to the general quality of one's life. Also at 
the heart of the Learning Society are edu- 
cational opportunities extending far be- 
yond the traditional institutions of learn- 
ing, our schools and colleges. They extend 
into homes and workplaces; into libraries, 
art galleries, museums, and science cen- 
ters; indeed, into every place where the in- 
dividual can develop and mature in work 
and life. In our view, formal schooling in 
youth is the essential foundation for 


learning throughout one's life. But without 


life-long learning, one's skills will become 


rapidly dated. 
In contrast to the ideal of the Learning 


Society, however, we find that for too 
many people education means doing the 
minimum work necessary for the moment, 
then coasting through life on what may 
have been learned in its first quarter. But 
this should not surprise us because we tend 
to express our educational standards and 


expectations largely in terms of "minimum 


requirements." And where there should be 
a coherent continuum of learning, we have 
none, but instead an often incoherent, 
outdated patchwork quilt. Many individ- 
ual, sometimes heroic, examples of schools 
and colleges of great merit do exist. Our 
findings and testimony confirm the vitality 
of a number of notable schools and pro- 
grams, but their very distinction stands out 


against a vast mass shaped by tensions and 
pressures that inhibit systematic academic 
and vocational achievement for the major- 
ity of students. In some metropolitan areas 
basic literacy has become the goal rather 
than the starting point. In some colleges 
maintaining enrollments is of greater 
day-to-day concern than maintaining 
rigorous academic standards. And the 
ideal of academic excellence as the primary 
goal of schooling seems to be fading across 
the board in American education. 


Thus, we issue this call to all who care 
about America and its future: to parents 
and students; to teachers, administrators, 
and school board members; to colleges and 


industry; to union members and military 
leaders; to governors and State legislators; 
to the President; to members of Congress 
and other public officials; to members of 
learned and scientific societies; to the print 
and electronic media; to concerned citizens 
everywhere. America is at risk. 


We are confident that America can ad- 
dress this risk. If the tasks we set forth are 
initiated now and our recommendations 
are fully realized over the next several 
years, we can expect reform of our Na- 
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tion's schools, colleges, and universities. 
This would also reverse the current de- 


clining trend-a trend that stems more 
from weakness of purpose, confusion of 
vision, underuse of talent, and lack of 
leadership, than from conditions beyond 
our control. 


The tools at hand 
It is our conviction that the essential raw 
materials needed to reform our educa- 
tional system are waiting to be mobilized 


through effective leadership: 


* the natural abilities of the young that cry 
out to be developed and the un- 
diminished concern of parents for the 
well-being of their children; 


* the commitment of the Nation to high 
retention rates in schools and colleges 
and to full access to education for all; 


* the persistent and authentic American 
dream that superior performance can 
raise one's state in life and shape one's 
own future; 


* the dedication, against all odds, that 
keeps teachers serving in schools and 
colleges, even as the rewards diminish; 


* our better understanding of learning 
and teaching and the implications of this 
knowledge for school practice, and the 
numerous examples of local success as a 
result of superior effort and effective 
dissemination; 


* the ingenuity of our policymakers, sci- 
entists, State and local educators, and 
scholars in formulating solutions once 
problems are better understood; 


* the traditional belief that paying for 
education is an investment in ever- 
renewable human resources that are 
more durable and flexible than capital 
plant and equipment, and the 
availability in this country of sufficient 
financial means to invest in education; 


* the equally sound tradition, from the 
Northwest Ordinance of 1787 until 
today, that the Federal Government 
should supplement State, local, and 


other resources to foster key national 
educational goals; and 


* the voluntary efforts of individuals, 
businesses, and parent and civic groups 
to cooperate in strengthening educa- 
tional programs. 


These raw materials, combined with 
the unparalleled array of educational or- 
ganizations in America, offer us the possi- 
bility to create a Learning Society, in which 
public, private, and parochial schools; col- 
leges and universities; vocational and 
technical schools and institutes; libraries; 
science centers, museums, and other cul- 
tural institutions; and corporate training 
and retraining piograms offer opportuni- 
ties and choices for all to learn throughout 
life. 


The public's commitment 
Of all the tools at hand, the public's sup- 
port for education is the most powerful. In 
a message to a National Academy of Sci- 
ences meeting in May 1982, President 
Reagan commented on this fact when he 
said: 


This public awareness-and I hope pub- 
lic action-is long overdue.... This 
country was built on American respect 
for education.... Our challenge now is 
to create a resurgence of that thirst for 
education that typifies our Nation's his- 
tory. 


The most recent (1982) Gallup Poll of 
the Public's Attitudes toward the Public Schools 
strongly supported a theme heard during 
our hearings: People are steadfast in their 
belief that education is the major founda- 
tion for the future strength of this country. 
They even considered education more im- 
portant than developing the best industrial 
system or the strongest military force, 
perhaps because they understood educa- 
tion as the cornerstone of both. They also 
held that education is "extremely impor- 
tant" to one's future success, and that pub- 
lic education should be the top priority for 
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additional Federal funds. Education oc- 


cupied first place among 12 funding 
categories considered in the survey-above 
health care, welfare, and military defense, 
with 55 percent selecting public education 
as one of their first three choices. Very 
clearly, the public understands the 


primary importance of education as the 
foundation for a satisfying life, an en- 


lightened and civil society, a strong econ- 


omy, and a secure Nation. 
At the same time, the public has no pa- 


tience with undemanding and superfluous 
high school offerings. In another survey, 
more than 75 percent of all those ques- 
tioned believed every student planning to 


go to college should take 4 years of math- 
ematics, English, history/U.S. government, 
and science, with more than 50 percent 
adding 2 years each of a foreign language 
and economics or business. The public 
even supports requiring much of this cur- 
riculum for students who do not plan to go 
to college. These standards far exceed the 
strictest high school graduation re- 


quirements of any State today, and they 
also exceed the admission standards of all 
but a handful of our most selective colleges 
and universities. 


Another dimension of the public's sup- 
port offers the prospect of constructive re- 
form. The best term to characterize it may 
simply be the honorable word "pa- 
triotism." Citizens know intuitively what 
some of the best economists have shown in 
their research, that education is one of the 
chief engines of a society's material well- 
being. They know, too, that education is 
the common bond of a pluralistic society 
and helps tie us to other cultures around 
the globe. Citizens also know in their bones 
that the safety of the United States de- 
pends principally on the wit, skill, and 
spirit of a self-confident people, today and 
tomorrow. It is, therefore, essential- 
especially in a period of long-term decline 
in educational achievement-for govern- 
ment at all levels to affirm its responsibility 


for nurturing the Nation's intellectual 


capital. 
And perhaps most important, citizens 


know and believe that the meaning of 
America to the rest of the world must be 


something better than, it seems to many 
today. Americans like to think of this Na- 
tion as the preeminent country for 


generating the great ideas and material 
benefits for all mankind. The citizen is 


dismayed at a steady 15-year decline in in- 
dustrial productivity, as one great Ameri- 
can industry after another falls to world 


competition. The citizen wants the country 
to act on the belief, expressed in our 


hearings and by the large majority in the 


Gallup Poll, that education should be at the 


top of the Nation's agenda. 


Findings 
We conclude that declines in educational 


performance are in large part the result of 


disturbing inadequacies in the way the 
educational process itself is often con- 
ducted. The findings that follow, culled 
from a much more extensive list, reflect 
four important aspects of the educational 


process: content, expectations, time, and 
teaching. 


Findings regarding content 


By content we mean the very "stuff" of 
education, the curriculum. Because of our 
concern about the curriculum, the Com- 
mission examined patterns of courses high 
school students took in 1964-69 compared 
with course patterns in 1976-81. On the 
basis of these analyses we conclude: 


* Secondary school curricula have been 
homogenized, diluted, and diffused to 
the point that they no longer have a 
central purpose. In effect, we have a 
cafeteria-style curriculum in which the 
appetizers and desserts can easily be 
mistaken for the main courses. Students 
have migrated from vocational and col- 
lege preparatory programs to "general 
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track" courses in large numbers. The 
proportion of students taking a general 
program of study has increased from 12 
percent in 1964 to 42 percent in 1979. 


* This curricular smorgasbord, combined 
with extensive student choice, explains a 
great deal about where we find our- 
selves today. We offer intermediate 
algebra, but only 31 percent of our re- 
cent high school graduates complete it; 
we offer French I, but only 13 percent 
complete it; and we offer geography, 
but only 16 percent complete it. Cal- 
culus is available in schools enrolling 
about 60 percent of all students, but 
only 6 percent of all students complete 
it. 


* Twenty-five percent of the credits 
earned by general track high school stu- 
dents are in physical and health educa- 
tion, work experience outside the 
school, remedial English and mathe- 
matics, and personal service and de- 
velopment courses, such as training for 
adulthood and marriage. 


Findings regarding expectations 
We define expectations in terms of the 


level of knowledge, abilities, and skills 
school and college graduates should pos- 
sess. They also refer to the time, hard 
work, behavior, self-discipline, and moti- 
vation that are essential for high student 
achievement. Such expectations are ex- 
pressed to students in several different 
ways: 


* by grades, which reflect the degree to 
which students demonstrate their mas- 
tery of subject matter; 


* through high school and college gradu- 
ation requirements, which tell students 
which subjects are most important; 


* by the presence or absence of rigorous 
examinations requiring students to 
demonstrate their mastery of content 
and skill before receiving a diploma or a 
degree; 


* by college admissions requirements, 
which reinforce high school standards; 
and 


* by the difficulty of the subject matter 
students confront in their texts and as- 
signed readings. 


Our analyses in each of these areas in- 
dicate notable deficiencies: 


* The amount of homework for high 
school seniors has decreased (two-thirds 
report less than 1 hour a night) and 
grades have risen as average student 
achievement has been declining. 


* In many other industrialized nations, 
courses in mathematics (other than 
arithmetic or general mathematics), 
biology, chemistry, physics, and geog- 
raphy start in Grade 6 and are required 
of all students. The time spent on these 
subjects, based on class hours, is about 
three times that spent by even the most 
science-oriented U.S. students, i.e., 
those who select 4 years of science and 
mathematics in secondary school. 


* A 1980 State-by-State survey of high 
school diploma requirements reveals 
that only eight States require high 
schools to offer foreign language in- 
struction, but none requires students to 
take the courses. Thirty-five States re- 
quire only 1 year of mathematics, and 
36 require only 1 year of science for a 
diploma. 


? In 13 States, 50 percent or more of the 
units required for high school gradua- 
tion may be electives chosen by the stu- 
dent. Given this freedom to choose the 
substance of half or more of their edu- 
cation, many students opt for less de- 
manding personal service courses, such 
as bachelor living. 


* "Minimum competency" examinations 
(now required in 37 States) fall short of 
what is needed, as the "minimum" tends 
to become the "maximum," thus lower- 
ing educational standards for all. 
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* One-fifth of all 4-year public colleges in 
the United States must accept every 
high school graduate within the State 
regardless of program followed or 
grades, thereby serving notice to high 
school students that they can expect to 
attend college even if they do not follow 
a demanding course of study in high 
school or perform well. 


* About 23 percent of our more selective 
colleges and universities reported that 
their general level of selectivity declined 
during the 1970s, and 29 percent re- 
ported reducing the number of specific 
high school courses required for admis- 
sion (usually by dropping foreign lan- 
guage requirements, which are now 
specified as a condition for admission by 
only one-fifth of our institutions of 
higher education). 


* Too few experienced teachers and 
scholars are involved in writing 
textbooks. During the past decade or so 
a large number of texts have been 
"written down" by their publishers to 
ever-lower reading levels in response to 
perceived market demands. 


* A recent study by Education Products 
Information Exchange revealed that a 
majority of students were able to master 
80 percent of the material in some of 
their subject-matter texts before they 
had even opened the books. Many books 
do not challenge the students to whom 
they are assigned. 


* Expenditures for textbooks and other 
instructional materials have declined by 
50 percent over the past 17 years. While 
some recommend a level of spending on 
texts of between 5 and 10 percent of the 
operating costs of schools, the budgets 
for basal texts and related materials 
have been dropping during the past de- 
cade and a half to only 0.7 percent 
today. 


Findings regarding time 


Evidence presented to the Commission 
demonstrates three disturbing facts about 


the use that American schools and students 
make of time: (J) compared to other na- 
tions, American students spend much less 
time on school work; (2) time spent in the 
classroom and on homework is often used 
ineffectively; and (3) schools are not doing 
enough to help students develop either the 
study skills required to use time well or the 
willingness to spend more time on school 
work. 


* In England and other industrialized 
countries, it is not unusual for academic 
nligh school students to spend 8 hours a 
day at school, 220 days per year. In the 
United States, by contrast, the typical 
school day lasts 6 hours and the school 
year is 180 days. 


* In many schools, the time spent learning 
how to cook and drive counts as much 
toward a high school diploma as the 
time spent studying mathematics, En- 
glish, chemistry, U.S. history, or biology. 


* A study of the school week in the United 
States found that some schools provided 
students only 17 hours of academic in- 
struction during the week, and the aver- 
age school provided about 22. 


* A California study of individual class- 
rooms found that because of poor man- 
agement of classroom time, some 
elementary students received only one- 
fifth of the instruction others received in 
reading comprehension. 


* In most schools, the teaching of study 
skills is haphazard and unplanned. Con- 
sequently, many students complete high 
school and enter college without discip- 
lined and systematic study habits. 


Findings regarding teaching 
The Commission found that not 


enough of the academically able students 
are being attracted to teaching; that 
teacher preparation programs need sub- 
stantial improvement; that the profes- 
sional working life of teachers is on the 
whole unacceptable; and that a serious 
shortage of teachers exists in key fields. 
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* Too many teachers are being drawn 
from the bottom quarter of graduating 
high school and college students. 


* The teacher preparation curriculum is 
weighted heavily with courses in "edu- 
cational methods" at the expense of 
courses in subjects to be taught. A sur- 
vey of 1,350 institutions training 
teachers indicated that 41 percent of the 
time of elementary school teacher can- 
didates is spent in education courses, 
which reduces the amount of time avail- 
able for subject matter courses. 


* The average salary after 12 years of 


teaching is only $17,000 per year, and 
many teachers are required to supple- 
ment their income with part-time and 
summer employment. In addition, indi- 
vidual teachers have little influence in 
such critical professional decisions as, 
for example, textbook selection. 


* Despite widespread publicity about an 
overpopulation of teachers, severe 
shortages of certain kinds of teachers 
exist: in the fields of mathematics, sci- 
ence, and foreign languages; and 
among specialists in education for gifted 
and talented, language minority, and 
handicapped students. 


* The shortage of teachers in mathematics 
and science is particularly severe. A 
1981 survey of 45 States revealed 
shortages of mathematics teachers in 43 
States, critical shortages of earth sci- 
ences teachers in 33 States, and of 
physics teachers everywhere. 


* Half of the newly employed mathemat- 
ics, science, and English teachers are not 
qualified to teach these subjects; fewer 
than one-third of U.S. high schools 
offer physics taught by qualified 
teachers. 


Recommendations 
In light of the urgent need for improve- 
ment, both immediate and long term, this 
Commission has agreed on a set of rec- 
ommendations that the American people 
can begin to act on now, that can be im- 


plemented over the next several years, and 
that promise lasting reform. The topics are 
familiar; there is little mystery about what 
we believe must be done. Many schools, 
districts, and States are already giving seri- 
ous and constructive attention to these 
matters, even though their plans may dif- 
fer from our recommendations in some 
details. 


We wish to note that we refer to public, 
private, and parochial schools and colleges 
alike. All are valuable national resources. 
Examples of actions similar to those rec- 
ommended below can be found in each of 
them. 


We must emphasize that the variety of 
student aspirations, abilities, and prepara- 
tion requires that appropriate content be 
available to satisfy diverse needs. Attention 
must be directed to both the nature of the 
content available and to the needs of par- 
ticular learners. The most gifted students, 
for example, may need a curriculum en- 
riched and accelerated beyond even the 
needs of other students of high ability. 
Similarly, educationally disadvantaged 
students may require special curriculum 
materials, smaller classes, or individual 
tutoring to help them master the material 
presented. Nevertheless, there remains a 
common expectation: We must demand 
the best effort and performance from all 
students, whether they are gifted or less 
able, affluent or disadvantaged, whether 
destined for college, the farm, or industry. 


Our recommendations are based on 
the beliefs that everyone can learn, that 
everyone is born with an urge to learn 
which can be nurtured, that a solid high 
school education is within the reach of 
virtually all, and that life-long learning will 
equip people with the skills required for 
new careers and for citizenship. 


Recommendation A: Content 
We recommend that State and local high 
school graduation requirements be strengthened 
and that, at a minimum, all students seeking a 
diploma be required to lay thefoundations in the 
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Five New Basics by taking the following cur- 
riculum during their 4 years of high school: (a) 
4 years of English; (b) 3 years of mathematics; 
(c) 3 years of science; (d) 3 years of social 
studies; and (e) one-half year of computer sci- 
ence. For the college-bound, 2 years of foreign 
language in high school are strongly recom- 
mended in addition to those taken earlier. 


Whatever the student's educational or 
work objectives, knowledge of the New Ba- 
sics is the foundation of success for the 
after-school years and, therefore, forms 
the core of the modern curriculum. A high 
level of shared education in these Basics, 
together with work in the fine and per- 
forming arts and foreign languages, con- 
stitutes the mind and spirit of our culture. 
The following Implementing Recom- 
mendations are intended as illustrative de- 


scriptions. They are included here to 


clarify what we mean by the essentials of a 


strong curriculum. 


Implementing recommendations 
1. The teaching of English' in high 


school should equip graduates to (a) com- 


prehend, interpret, evaluate, and use what 


they read; (b) write well-organized, effec- 
tive papers; (c) listen effectively and discuss 
ideas intelligently; and (d) know our liter- 
ary heritage and how it enhances imagina- 
tion and ethical understanding, and how it 
relates to the customs, ideas, and values of 
today's life and culture. 


2. The teaching of mathematics in high 
school should equip graduates to (a) 
understand geometric and algebraic con- 
cepts; (b) understand elementary prob- 
ability and statistics; (c) apply mathematics 
in everyday situations; and (d) estimate, 
approximate, measure, and test the accu- 
racy of their calculations. In addition to the 
traditional sequence of studies available 
for college-bound students, new, equally 
demanding mathematics curricula need to 
be developed for those who do not plan to 
continue their formal education im- 
mediately. 


3. The teaching of science in high 
school should provide graduates with an 
introduction to: (a) the concepts, laws, and 
processes of the physical and biological sci- 
ences; (b) the methods of scientific inquiry 
and reasoning; (c) the application of sci- 
entific knowledge to everyday life; and (d) 
the social and environmental implications 
of scientific and technological develop- 
ment. Science courses must be revised and 
updated for both the college-bound and 
those not intending to go to college. An 
example of such work is the American 
Chemical Society's "Chemistry in the 
Community" program. 


4. The teaching of social studies in high 
school should be designed to: (a) enable 
students to fix their places and possibilities 
within the larger social and cultural struc- 
ture; (b) understand the broad sweep of 
both ancient and contemporary ideas that 
have shaped our world; and (c) understand 
the fundamentals of how our economic 
system works and how our political system 
functions; and (d) grasp the difference 
between free and repressive societies. An 


understanding of each of these areas is 
requisite to the informed and committed 
exercise of citizenship in our free society. 


5. The teaching of computer science in 
high school should equip graduates to: (a) 
understand the computer as an informa- 
tion, computation, and communication 
device; (b) use the computer in the study of 
the other Basics and for personal and 
work-related purposes; and (c) understand 
the world of computers, electronics, and 
related technologies. 


In addition to the New Basics, other 
important curriculum matters must be ad- 
dressed. 


6. Achieving proficiency in a foreign 
language ordinarily requires from 4 to 6 
years of study and should, therefore, be 
started in the elementary grades. We be- 
lieve it is desirable that students achieve 
such proficiency because study of a foreign 
language introduces students to non- 
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English-speaking cultures, heightens 
awareness and comprehension of one's 
native tongue, and serves the Nation's 
needs in commerce, diplomacy, defense, 
and education. 


7. The high school curriculum should 
also provide students with programs re- 
quiring rigorous effort in subjects that ad- 
vance students' personal, educational, and 
occupational goals, such as the fine and 
performing arts and vocational education. 
These areas complement the New Basics, 
and they should demand the same level of 
performance as the Basics. 


8. The curriculum in the crucial eight 
grades leading to the high school years 
should be specifically designed to provide a 
sound base for study in those and later 
years in such areas as English language de- 
velopment and writing, computational and 
problem solving skills, science, social 
studies, foreign language, and the arts. 
These years should foster an enthusiasm 
for learning and the development of the 
individual's gifts and talents. 


9. We encourage the continuation of 
efforts by groups such as the American 
Chemical Society, the American Associa- 
tion for the Advancement of Science, the 
Modern Language Association, and the 
National Councils of Teachers of English 
and Teachers of Mathematics, to revise, 
update, improve, and make available new 
and more diverse curricular materials. We 
applaud the consortia of educators and 
scientific, industrial, and scholarly societies 
that cooperate to improve the school cur- 
riculum. 


Recommendation B: 
Standards and expectations 
We recommend that schools, colleges, and 
universities adopt more rigorous and measurable 
standards, and higher expectations, for 
academic performance and student conduct, and 
that 4-year colleges and universities raise their 
requirements for admission. This will help stu- 
dents do their best educationally with challeng- 


ing materials in an environment that supports 
learning and authentic accomplishment. 


Implementing recommendations 
1. Grades should be indicators of 


academic achievement so they can be re- 
lied on as evidence of a student's readiness 
for further study. 


2. Four-year colleges and universities 
should raise their admissions requirements 
and advise all potential applicants of the 
standards for admission in terms of 
specific courses required, performance in 
these areas, and levels of achievement on 
standardized achievement tests in each of 
the five Basics and, where applicable, 
foreign languages. 


3. Standardized tests of achievement 
(not to be confused with aptitude tests) 
should be administered at major transition 
points from one level of schooling to 
another and particularly from high school 
to college or work. The purposes of these 
tests would be to: (a) certify the student's 
credentials; (b) identify the need for re- 
medial intervention; and (c) identify the 
opportunity for advanced or accelerated 
work. The tests should be administered as 
part of a nationwide (but not Federal) sys- 
tem of State and local standardized tests. 
This system should include other diagnos- 
tic procedures that assist teachers and stu- 
dents to evaluate student progress. 


4. Textbooks and other tools of 
learning and teaching should be upgraded 
and updated to assure more rigorous con- 
tent. We call upon university scientists, 
scholars, and members of professional 
societies, in collaboration with master 
teachers, to help in this task, as they did in 
the post-Sputnik era. They should assist 
willing publishers in developing the prod- 
ucts or publish their own alternatives 
where there are persistent inadequacies. 


5. In considering textbooks for adop- 
tion, States and school districts should: (a) 
evaluate texts and other materials on their 
ability to present rigorous and challenging 
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material clearly; and (b) require publishers 
to furnish evaluation data on the material's 
effectiveness. 


6. Because no textbook in any subject 
can be geared to the needs of all students, 
funds should be made available to support 
text development in "thin-market" areas, 
such as those for disadvantaged students, 
the learning disabled, and the gifted and 
talented. 


7. To assure quality, all publishers 
should furnish evidence of the quality and 


appropriateness of textbooks, based on re- 
sults from field trials and credible evalua- 
tions. In view of the enormous numbers 
and varieties of texts available, more wide- 
spread consumer information services for 


purchasers are badly needed. 
8. New instructional materials should 


reflect the most current applications of 


technology in appropriate curriculum 
areas, the best scholarship in each disci- 
pline, and research in learning and teach- 


ing. 


Recommendation C: Time 
We recommend that significantly more time be 
devoted to learning the New Basics. This will 
require more effective use of the existing school 
day, a longer school day, or a lengthened school 
year. 


Implementing recommendations 
1. Students in high schools should be 


assigned far more homework than is now 
the case. 


2. Instruction in effective study and 
work skills, which are essential if school 
and independent time is to be used 
efficiently, should be introduced in the 
early grades and continued throughout 
the student's schooling. 


3. School districts and State legisla- 
tures should strongly consider 7-hour 
school days, as well as a 200- to 220-day 
school year. 


4. The time available for learning 
should be expanded through better class- 
room management and organization of the 


school day. If necessary, additional time 
should be found to meet the special needs 
of slow learners, the gifted, and others who 
need more instructional diversity than can 
be accommodated during a conventional 
school day or school year. 


5. The burden on teachers for main- 


taining discipline should be reduced 


through the development of firm and fair 
codes of student conduct that are enforced 
consistently, and by considering alternative 
classrooms, programs, and schools to meet 
the needs of continually disruptive stu- 
dents. 


6. Attendance policies with clear in- 
centives and sanctions should be used to 
reduce the amount of time lost through 
student absenteeism and tardiness. 


7. Administrative burdens on the 
teacher and related intrusions into the 
school day should be reduced to add time 
for teaching and learning. 


8. Placement and grouping of stu- 
dents, as well as promotion and graduation 
policies, should be guided by the academic 
progress of students and their in- 
structional needs, rather than by rigid 
adherence to age. 


Recommendation D: Teaching 
This recommendation consists of seven parts. 
Each is intended to improve the preparation of 
teachers or to make teaching a more rewarding 
and respected profession. Each of the seven 
stands on its own and should not be considered 
solely as an implementing recommendation. 


1. Persons preparing to teach should 
be required to meet high educational stan- 
dards, to demonstrate an aptitude for 
teaching, and to demonstrate competence 
in an academic discipline. Colleges and 
universities offering teacher preparation 
programs should be judged by how well 
their graduates meet these criteria. 


2. Salaries for the teaching profession 
should be increased and should be profes- 
sionally competitive, market-sensitive, and 
performance-based. Salary, promotion, 
tenure, and retention decisions should be 
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tied to an effective evaluation system that 
includes peer review so that superior 
teachers can be rewarded, average ones 
encouraged, and poor ones either im- 
proved or terminated. 


3. School boards should adopt an 11- 
month contract for teachers. This would 
ensure time for curriculum and profes- 
sional development, programs for students 
with special needs, and a more adequate 
level of teacher compensation. 


4. School boards, administrators, and 
teachers should cooperate to develop 
career ladders for teachers that distinguish 
among the beginning instructor, the expe- 
rienced teacher, and the master teacher. 


5. Substantial nonschool personnel re- 
sources should be employed to help solve 
the immediate problem of the shortage of 
mathematics and science teachers. 
Qualified individuals including recent 
graduates with mathematics and science 
degrees, graduate students, and industrial 
and retired scientists could, with appropri- 
ate preparation, immediately begin teach- 
ing in these fields. A number of our lead- 
ing science centers have the capacity to 
begin educating and retraining teachers 
immediately. Other areas of critical 
teacher need, such as English, must also be 
addlressed. 


6. Incentives, such as grants and loans, 
should be made available to attract out- 
standing students to the teaching profes- 
sion, particularly in those areas of critical 
shortage. 


7. Mastei- teachers should be involved 
in designing teacher preparation pro- 
grams and in supervising teachers during 
their probationary years. 


Recommendation E: 
Leadership and fiscal support 
We recommend that citizens across the Nation 
hold educators and elected officials responsible 
Jor providing the leadership necessary to achieve 
these reforms, and that citizens provide thefiscal 
support and stability required to bring about the 
refor'ms we propose. 


Implementing recommendations 
1. Principals and superintendents 


must play a crucial leadership role in de- 
veloping school and community support 
for the reforms we propose, and school 
boards must provide them with the profes- 
sional development and other support re- 
quired to carry out their leadership role 
effectively. The Commission stresses the 
distinction between leadership skills in- 
volving persuasion, setting goals and de- 
veloping community consensus behind 
them, and managerial and supervisory 
skills. Although the latter are necessary, we 
believe that school boards must consciously 
develop leadership skills at the school and 
district levels if the reforms we propose are 
to be achieved. 


2. State and local officials, including 
school board members, governors, and 
legislators, have the primary responsibility for 
financing and governing the schools, and 
should incorporate the reforms we pro- 
pose in their educational policies and fiscal 
planning. 


3. The Federal Government, in coop- 
eration with States and localities, should 
help meet the needs of key groups of stu- 
dents such as the gifted and talented, the 
socioeconomically disadvantaged, minority 
and language minority students, and the 
handicapped. In combination these groups 
include both national resources and the 
Nation's youth who are most at risk. 


4. In addition, we believe the Federal 
Government's role includes several func- 
tions of national consequence that States 
and localities alone are unlikely to be able 
to meet: protecting constitutional and civil 
rights for students and school personnel; 
collecting data, statistics, and information 
about education generally; supporting 
curriculum improvement and research on 
teaching, learning, and the management 
of schools; supporting teacher training in 
areas of critical shortage or key national 
needs, and providing student financial as- 
sistance and research and graduate train- 
ing. We believe the assistance of the Fed- 
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eral Government should be provided with 
a minimum of administrative burden and 
intrusiveness. 


5. The Federal Government has the 


primary responsibility to identify the national 
interest in education. It should also help 
fund and support efforts to protect and 
promote that interest. It must provide the 
national leadership to ensure that the Na- 
tion's public and private resources are 
marshaled to address the issues discussed 
in this report. 


6. This Commission calls upon edu- 
cators, parents, and public officials at all 
levels to assist in bringing about the educa- 
tional reform proposed in this report. We 
also call upon citizens to provide the finan- 
cial support necessary to accomplish these 
purposes. Excellence costs. But in the long 
run mediocrity costs far more. 


America can do it 


Despite the obstacles and difficulties that 
inhibit the pursuit of superior educational 
attainment, we are confident, with history 
as our guide, that we can meet our goal. 
The American educational system has re- 
sponded to previous challenges with re- 
markable success. In the 19th century our 


land-grant colleges and universities pro- 
vided the research and training that de- 
veloped our Nation's natural resources 
and the rich agricultural bounty of the 
American farm. From the late 1800s 
through mid-20th century, American 
schools provided the educated work force 
needed to seal the success of the Industrial 
Revolution and to provide the margin of 
victory in two world wars. In the early part 
of this century and continuing to this very 
day, our schools have absorbed vast waves 
of immigrants and educated them and 
their children to productive citizenship. 
Similarly, the Nation's black colleges have 
provided opportunity and undergraduate 
education to the vast majority of college- 
educated black Americans. 


More recently, our institutions of 
higher education have provided the scien- 


tists and skilled technicians who helped us 
transcend the boundaries of our planet. In 
the last 30 years, the schools have been a 


major vehicle for expanded social oppor- 
tunity, and now graduate 75 percent of 
our young people from high school. In- 
deed, the proportion of Americans of col- 
lege age enrolled in higher education is 
nearly twice that of Japan and far exceeds 
other nations such as France, West Ger- 
many, and the Soviet Union. Moreover, 
when international comparisons were last 
made a decade ago, the top 9 percent of 
American students compared favorably in 
achievement with their peers in other 
countries. 


In addition, many large urban areas in 
recent years report that average student 
achievement in elementary schools is im- 
proving. More and more schools are also 
offering advanced placement programs 
and programs for gifted and talented stu- 
dents, and more and more students are 
enrolling in them. 


We are the inheritors of a past that 
gives us every reason to believe that we will 
succeed. 


A word to parents and students 
The task of assuring the success of our 
recommendations does not fall to the 
schools and colleges alone. Obviously, fac- 
ulty members and administrators, along 
with policymakers and the mass media, will 
play a crucial role in the reform of the 
educational system. But even more im- 
portant is the role of parents and students, 
and to them we speak directly. 


To parents 
You know that you cannot confidently 


launch your children into today's world 
unless they are of strong character and 
well-educated in the use of language, sci- 
ence, and mathematics. They must possess 
a deep respect foi intelligence, achieve- 
ment, and learning, and the skills needed 
to use them; for setting goals; and for dis- 
ciplined work. That respect must be ac- 
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companied by an intolerance for the 
shoddy and second-rate masquerading as 
"good enough." 


You have the right to demand for your 
children the best our schools and colleges 
can provide. Your vigilance and your re- 
fusal to be satisfied with less than the best 
are the imperative first step. But your right 
to a proper education for your children 
carries a double responsibility. As surely as 
you are your child's first and most in- 
fluential teacher, your child's ideas about 
education and its significance begin with 
you. You must be a living example of what 
you expect your children to honor and to 
emulate. Moreover, you bear a re- 
sponsibility to participate actively in your 
child's education. You should encourage 
more diligent study and discourage satis- 
faction with mediocrity and the attitude 
that says "let it slide"; monitor your child's 
study; encourage good study habits; en- 
courage your child to take more demand- 
ing rather than less demanding courses; 
nurture your child's curiosity, creativity, 
and confidence; and be an active partici- 
pant in the work of the schools. Above all, 
exhibit a commitment to continued learn- 
ing in your own life. Finally, help your 
children understand that excellence in 
education cannot be achieved without in- 
tellectual and moral integrity coupled with 
hard work and commitment. Children will 
look to their parents and teachers as mod- 
els of such virtues. 


To students 
You forfeit your chance for life at its 


fullest when you withhold your best effort 
in learning. When you give only the 
minimum to learning, you receive only the 
minimum in return. Even with your par- 
ents' best example and your teachers' best 
efforts, in the end it is your work that de- 
termines how much and how well you 
learn. When you work to your full capac- 
ity, you can hope to attain the knowledge 
and skills that will enable you to create 
your future and control your destiny. If 


you do not, you will have your future 
thrust upon you by others. Take hold of 
your life, apply your gifts and talents, work 
with dedication and self-discipline. Have 
high expectations for yourself and convert 
every challenge into an opportunity. 


A final word 
This is not the first or only commission on 
education, and some of our findings are 
surely not new, but old business that now 
at last must be done. For no one can doubt 
that the United States is under challenge 
from many quarters. 


Children born today can expect to 
graduate from high school in the year 
2000. We dedicate our report not only to 
these children, but also to those now in 
school and others to come. We firmly be- 
lieve that a movement of America's schools 
in the direction called for by our recom- 
mendations will prepare these children for 
far more effective lives in a far stronger 
America. 


Our final word, perhaps better 
characterized as a plea, is that all segments 
of our population give attention to the im- 
plementation of our recommendations. 
Our present plight did not appearl over- 
night, and the responsibility for our cur- 
rent situation is widespread. Reform of 
our educational system will take time and 
unwavering commitment. It will require 
equally widespread, energetic, and dedi- 
cated action. For example, we call upon the 
National Academy of Sciences. National 
Academy of Engineering, Institute of 
Medicine, Science Service, National Sci- 
ence Foundation, Social Science Research 
Council, American Council of Learned 
Societies, National Endowment for the 
Humanities, National Endowment for the 
Arts, and other scholarly, scientific, and 
learned societies for their help in this ef- 
fort. Help should come from students 
themselves; from parents, teachers, and 
school boards; from colleges and uni- 
versities; from local, State, and Federal of- 
ficials; from teachers' and administrators' 
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organizations; from industrial and labor 


councils; and from other groups with 
interest in and responsibility for educa- 
tional reform. 


It is their America, and the America of 
all of us, that is at risk; it is to each of us 


that this imperative is addressed. It is by 
our willingness to take up the challenge, 
and our resolve to see it through, that 
America's place in the world will be either 
secured or forfeited. Americans have suc- 
ceeded before and so we shall again. 
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“Principles and Indicators for Student Assessment Systems” 
National Forum on Assessment 


 
 


I. Research Question 
 
What are the best ways to ensure testing systems and high-stakes tests lead to school reform, 
improve classroom assessment and support student learning? 
 
II. Major Findings 
 
Assessment systems should support student learning 


• Provide information about an individual student’s level of mastery 
• Facilitate goal setting for students 
• A variety of assessments should be used in any assessment system 
• Multiple choice tests should only play a limited role in assessing students 


When schools use assessments to inform important decisions, such as whether a student 
should graduate or not, results of tests over time should be used 


• A single assessment should not be used to inform decisions made by schools or policy 
makers 


Since the stakes of tests are so high, it is very important that tests are administered fairly 
• Students should have multiple but equivalent ways show their mastery and achievement 
• Assessments must be unbiased and show a student’s actual knowledge in a subject area 
• Bias review committees should be used to judge any high-stakes tests and approve it 


based on its measure of true knowledge 
Discussion of any testing system and its purposes should involve all stakeholders 
Assessment systems should be regularly reviewed, revised and improved 
 
III. Policy Implications 
 
 The National Forum on Assessment offers a vision of what schools and policy makers 
could do to ensure fair high-stakes testing practices. This framework can be used to determine if 
Arizona’s current testing system meets any of these qualifications. 
 
IV. Methods 
 
 The Forum is comprised of dozens of education groups and professionals. The principles 


ere determined following meetings held across the nation between 1993-1995. w
 
 





















































































































































		NFA-intro.pdf

		NFA-princ1-4

		NFA-princ5-7

		NFA-end






“High-stakes Testing Policies: Examining their Assumptions and Consequences” 
Mindy L. Kornhaber and Gary Orfield, Harvard University 


2001 
 


I. Research Question 
What characterizes the political climate that has led to the proliferation of high-stakes 


tests? What are the assumptions underlying high-stakes testing policies? 
 
II. Major Findings 
The Political Climate of High-stakes Testing: 


• The Reagan Administration: 
o Claimed education system was in a decline and high school graduates were prepared 


for neither work not higher education 
o Commissioned A Nation At Risk  


• The Bush Administration: 
o Worked with governors to create minimum competency states for graduation and 


promotion. 
o Helped create America 2000 initiative aimed at increasing academic gains through 


developing tests set to world-class standards 
o Tests were seen as a means of producing citizens who could hold their own in a 


competitive global marketplace 
• The Clinton Administration: 


o Continued America 2000 initiative 
o Promised to work towards a national examination system that held high standards 
o In his presidential campaign, Al Gore called for all states to create a high school 


graduation exam 
• The Bush Administration: 


o Linked Title I funding to annual testing in grades 3-8 
o Created No Child Left Behind, which called for higher standards and stronger 


accountability, but did not require states to have graduation exams 
Assumptions Underlying High-stakes Testing: 


o Enhancing Economic Productivity 
o Motivating Students 
o Improving Teaching and Learning 


 
III. Policy Implications 
 It is important to note the political push for high-stakes testing comes from both major 
parties. This suggests that the importance of high-stakes testing is based on “common sense” 
notions about education. Looking deeper into the thinking of both parties, the authors create 
these three assumptions.  
 Arizona can examine the genesis of its own testing systems using a similar framework. 
Has AIMS created more economic production? Are students more motivated to pass AIMS in 
high school, when it is a high-stakes test, than in earlier grades, when their performance holds no 
individual rewards or sanctions? Has the achievement of Arizona students increased on national 
tests? 
 
IV. Methods 


No empirical study. Review of literature. 
















































What is Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS)? 


Source: Arizona Department of Education 


AIMS is a standards based test written by Arizona teachers and aligned to the Arizona Academic Standards in the 
content areas of Writing, Reading, Mathematics, and Science.  AIMS 3-8 is administered to all students in Grades 3-8 in 
the content areas of Writing, Reading, and Mathematics.  AIMS is administered to all students in Grades 4 and 8 in the 
content area of Science.  AIMS HS is administered to all high school students during the spring of their second year of 
high school in the content areas of Writing, Reading, Mathematics, and Science.  High school students may test on 
AIMS HS Science during their first year of high school instead of their second year.  Most students must pass three 
content areas of AIMS HS (Writing, Reading, and Mathematics) to graduate from high school. For additional 
information see Assessment Overview at 
http://www.ade.az.gov/standards/downloads/AZAssessmentOverview_July08.ppt 


The following State and Federal statutes guide the administration of Arizona Assessment Program. 


A.R.S. 15-701.01 – requires the State Board of Education (SBE) to develop and adopt competency test pursuant to 
section 15-741 for high school graduation in at least the areas of reading, writing, and mathematics.  It establishes 
reciprocity for graduation purposes with other states’ exams. It also exempts students with an IEP and/or 504 plan from 
this graduation requirement unless required in a student’s IEP or 504 plan. 


A.R.S. 15-701.02 - establishes AIMS Augmentation and requires the SBE to establish augmentation rules and formula. 


A.R.S. 15-741, A. 2 - requires the SBE to adopt and implement an Arizona instrument to measure standards test in the 
content areas of reading, writing, and mathematics in at least four grade levels.  


A.R.S. 15-741, A. 3 - requires the SBE to adopt and implement a statewide national standardized norm-referenced 
achievement test in reading, language arts and mathematics. 


NCLB, Sec. 1111 - ACADEMIC ASSESSMENTS-(A) IN GENERAL- Each State plan shall implement a set of yearly 
student academic assessments that include, at a minimum, academic assessments in mathematics, reading or language 
arts, and science that will be used as the primary means of determining the yearly performance of the State and of each 
local educational agency and school in the State in enabling all children to meet the State's challenging student academic 
achievement standards.  


Arizona’s Assessment Program: Approximately 92,000 student test per grade level in Grade 2-9 and high school 
science (Grades 2 and 9 are NRT only and Grades 3-8 are AIMS).  Approximately 75,000 students test per content area 
(writing, reading and mathematics) on the fall high school retest.  Approximately 150,000 students test per content area 
on the spring AIMS HS (All Grade 10 and students retesting in Grades 11 and 12). 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 


Type of Assessment Content Assessed    Requiring Body 
Grades Assessed 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
TerraNova  
Grade 2 and 9     Reading, Language Arts, and Mathematics  State 


AIMS 3-8   
Grades 3-8     Reading, Writing, and Mathematics   State (3 grade levels), NCLB 
Grade 4 and 8  Science      NCLB 


AIMS HS  
Grade 10-12  Reading, Writing, Mathematics   State, NCLB 
Grade 9 and 10  Science      NCLB 
 
Current contract and cost – Current contracts are with CTB-McGraw/Hill for approximately $11,000,000.  This is the 
cost for year 5 of a five year annual assessment contract and a one year mathematics development contract.  First year 
initial costs were amortized during the first three years of the contract which reduced cost in years 4 and 5 of the 
contract. Additional costs may be realized due to unforeseen circumstances. This estimated cost does not include 
assessment functions performed by the State that reduce contract cost, including but  not limited to verifications of 
vendor’s deliverables, item alignment, item specification blueprint, item development, content and bias committees, etc. 
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High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning 
By Audrey L. Amrein, Arizona State University 


David C. Berliner, Arizona State University 
March 2002 


 
I. Research Question 
 
Is there evidence of student learning, beyond the training that prepared them for the tests they 
take, in those states that depend on high-stakes tests to improve student achievement? 
 
II. Major Findings 
 
Learning 
• School learning is designed to produce an "educated" person. 
• The proper goal of school learning is transfer of learning, that is, the application or use of 


what is learned in one domain or context to that of another domain or context. 
• Demonstrating acquisition of some factual or procedural knowledge is not the primary goal of 


school learning. 
Training 
• Test preparation for the assessment of narrow curricular goals will turn out to be more like 


training than like the kind of learning that promotes transfer. 
• School instruction that can be characterized as training is ordinarily a narrow form of learning 
• Measures of transfer are different from the measures typically used to assess the outcomes of 


training leading the test instruments themselves to be narrow. 
Assessments 
• “National Academy of Science/National Research Council report on school learning makes 


clear, schooling that too closely resembles training, as in preparation for testing, cannot 
accomplish the task the nation has set for itself, namely, the development of adaptive and 
educated citizens for this new millennium” (p. 15). 


• In most cases the instruments and technology have not been up to the demands that have been 
placed on them by high-stakes accountability. 


• Assessment systems that are useful monitors lose much of their dependability and credibility 
for that purpose when high-stakes are attached to them. 


 
III. Policy Implications 
 
Can high-stakes tests overcome the difficulties inherent in such policies, and thereby bring about 
the transformation in student achievement that is sought by all stakeholders? 
 
IV. Methods 
 
The effects of high-stakes tests on learning were measured by comparing other indicators of 
academic achievement (e.g. SAT/ACT, NAEP) with high-stakes test results. 
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Abstract  
          A brief history of high-stakes testing is followed by an analysis of eighteen 
states with severe consequences attached to their testing programs. These 18 states 
were examined to see if their high-stakes testing programs were affecting student 
learning, the intended outcome of high-stakes testing policies promoted 
throughout the nation. Scores on the individual tests that states use were not 
analyzed for evidence of learning. Such scores are easily manipulated through test-
preparation programs, narrow curricula focus, exclusion of certain students, and so 
forth. Student learning was measured by means of additional tests covering some 
of the same domain as each state's own high-stakes test. The question asked was 
whether transfer to these domains occurs as a function of a state's high-stakes 
testing program.  
          Four separate standardized and commonly used tests that overlap the same 
domain as state tests were examined: the ACT, SAT, NAEP and AP tests. 
Archival time series were used to examine the effects of each state's high-stakes 
testing program on each of these different measures of transfer. If scores on the 
transfer measures went up as a function of a state's imposition of a high-stakes test 
we considered that evidence of student learning in the domain and support for the 
belief that the state's high-stakes testing policy was promoting transfer, as 
intended.  
          The uncertainty principle is used to interpret these data. That principle states 
"The more important that any quantitative social indicator becomes in social 
decision-making, the more likely it will be to distort and corrupt the social process 
it is intended to monitor." Analyses of these data reveal that if the intended goal of 
high-stakes testing policy is to increase student learning, then that policy is not 
working. While a state's high-stakes test may show increased scores, there is little 
support in these data that such increases are anything but the result of test 
preparation and/or the exclusion of students from the testing process. These 
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distortions, we argue, are predicted by the uncertainty principle. The success of a 
high-stakes testing policy is whether it affects student learning, not whether it can 
increase student scores on a particular test. If student learning is not affected, the 
validity of a state's test is in question.  
          Evidence from this study of 18 states with high-stakes tests is that in all but 
one analysis, student learning is indeterminate, remains at the same level it was 
before the policy was implemented, or actually goes down when high-stakes 
testing policies are instituted. Because clear evidence for increased student 
learning is not found, and because there are numerous reports of unintended 
consequences associated with high-stakes testing policies (increased drop-out 
rates, teachers' and schools' cheating on exams, teachers' defection from the 
profession, all predicted by the uncertainly principle), it is concluded that there is 
need for debate and transformation of current high-stakes testing policies. 


          The authors wish to thank the Rockefeller Foundation for support of the 
research reported here. The views expressed are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the opinions or policies of the Rockefeller Foundation. 


   


This is an era of strong support for public policies that use high-stakes tests to change the behavior 
of teachers and students in desirable ways. But the use of high-stakes tests is not new, and their 
effects are not always desirable. "Stakes," or the consequences associated with test results, have long 
been a part of the American scene. For example, early in the 20th century, scores on the recently 
invented standardized tests could, for immigrants, result in entrance to or rejection from the United 
States of America. In the public schools test scores could uncover talent, providing entrance into 
programs for the gifted, or as easily, provide evidence of deficiencies, leading to placement in 
vocational tracks or even in homes for the mentally inferior. Test scores could also mean the 
difference between acceptance into, or rejection from, the military. And throughout early twentieth 
century society, standardized test scores were used to confirm the superiority or inferiority of 
various races, ethnic groups, and social classes. Used in this way, the consequences of standardized 
tests insured maintenance of the status quo along those racial, ethnic and class lines. So, for about a 
century, significant consequences have been attached to scores on standardized tests. 


A Recent History of High-stakes Testing


In recent decades, test scores have come to dominate the discourse about schools and their 
accomplishments. Families now make important decisions, such as where to live, based on the 
scores from these tests. This occurs because real estate agents use school test scores to rate 
neighborhood quality and this affects property values. (Note 1) Test scores have been shown to 
affect housing prices, resulting in a difference of about $9,000 between homes in grade "A" or grade 
"B" neighborhoods. (Note 2) At the national and state levels, test scores are now commonly used to 
evaluate programs and allocate educational resources. Millions of dollars now hinge on the tested 
performance of students in educational and social programs. 
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Our current state of faith in and reliance on tests has roots in the launch of Sputnik in 1957. Our 
(then) economic and political rival, the Soviet Union, beat the United States to space, causing our 
journalists and politicians to question American education with extra vigor. At that time, state and 
federal politicians became more actively engaged in the conduct of education, including advocacy 
for the increased use of tests to assess school learning. (Note 3) 


The belief that the achievement of students in U.S. schools was falling behind other countries led 
politicians in the 1970s to instigate a minimum competency testing movement to reform our schools. 
(Note 4) States began to rely on tests of basic skills to ensure, in theory, that all students would learn 
at least the minimum needed to be a productive citizen.


One of these states was Florida. After some hasty policy decisions, Florida implemented a statewide 
minimum competency test that students were required to pass prior to being graduated. Florida's 
early gains were used as an example of how standards and accountability systems could improve 
education. However, when perceived gains hit a plateau and differential pass rates and increased 
dropout rates among ethnic minorities and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds were 
discovered, Florida's testing policy was postponed. (Note 5)


In the 1980s, the minimum competency test movement was almost entirely discarded. Beyond what 
was happening in Florida, suggestions that minimum competency tests promoted low standards also 
raised concerns. In many schools the content of these tests became the maximum in which students, 
particularly in urban schools, became competent. (Note 6) It was widely perceived that minimum 
competency tests were "dumbing down" the content learned in schools.


In 1983, the National Commission on Education released A Nation at Risk, (Note 7) the most 
influential report on education of the past few decades. A Nation at Risk called for an end to the 
minimum competency testing movement and the beginning of a high-stakes testing movement that 
would raise the nation's standards of achievement drastically. Although history has not found the 
report to be accurate, (Note 8) it argued persuasively that schools in the United States were 
performing poorly in comparison to other countries and that the United States was in jeopardy of 
losing its global standing. Citing losses in national and international student test scores, deterioration 
in school quality, a "diluted" and "diffused" curriculum, and setbacks on other indicators of U.S. 
superiority, the National Commission on Education triggered a nationwide panic regarding the 
weakening condition of the American education system. 


Despite its lack of scholarly credibility, A Nation at Risk produced massive effects. The National 
Commission on Education called for more rigorous standards and accountability mechanisms to 
bring the United States out of its purported educational recession. The Commission recommended 
that states institute high standards to homogenize and improve curricula and rigorous assessments be 
conducted to hold schools accountable for meeting those standards. The Commission and those it 
influenced intended to increase what students learn in schools. This report is an investigation of how 
well that explicitly intended outcome of high-stakes testing programs was achieved. We ask, below, 
whether increases in school learning are actually associated with increases in the use of high-stakes 
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tests? Although it appears to be a simple question, it is very difficult to answer.


The Effects of A Nation at 
Risk  on Testing in America


As a result of A Nation at Risk, state policymakers in every state but Iowa developed educational 
standards and every state but Nebraska implemented assessment policies to check those standards. 
(Note 9) In many states high-stakes, or serious consequences, were attached to tests in order to hold 
schools, administrators, teachers, and students accountable for meeting the newly imposed high 
standards. 


In fixing high-stakes to assessments, policymakers borrowed principles from the business sector and 
attached incentives to learning and sanctions to poor performance on tests. High performing schools 
would be rewarded. Under performing schools would be penalized, and to avoid further penalties, 
would improve themselves. Accordingly, students would be motivated to learn, school personnel 
would be forced to do their jobs, and the condition of education would inevitably improve, without 
much effort and without too great a cost per state. What made sense, in theory, gained widespread 
attention and eventually increased in popularity as a method for school reform.


Arguments in Support of High-stakes Tests. 


At various times over the past years different arguments have been used to promote high-stakes 
tests. A summary of these follows: 


●     students and teachers need high-stakes tests to know what is important to learn and to teach; 
●     teachers need to be held accountable through high-stakes tests to motivate them to teach 


better, particularly to push the laziest ones to work harder; 
●     students work harder and learn more when they have to take high-stakes tests; 
●     students will be motivated to do their best and score well on high-stakes tests; and that 
●     scoring well on the test will lead to feelings of success, while doing poorly on such tests will 


lead to increased effort to learn. 


Supporters of high-stakes testing also assume that the tests: 


●     are good measures of the curricula that is taught to students in our schools; 
●     provide a kind of "level playing field," an equal opportunity for all students to demonstrate 


their knowledge; and that 
●     are good measures of an individual's performance, little affected by differences in students' 


motivation, emotionality, language, and social status. 


Finally, the supporters believe that: 


●     teachers use test results to help provide better instruction for individual students; 
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●     administrators use the test results to improve student learning and design better professional 
development for teachers; and that 


●     parents understand high-stakes tests and how to interpret their children's scores. 


The validity of these statements in support of high-stakes tests have been examined through both 
quantitative and qualitative research, and by the commentary of teachers who work in high-stakes 
testing environments. A reasonable conclusion from this extensive corpus of work is that these 
statements are true only some of the time, or for only a modest percent of the individuals who were 
studied. The research suggests, therefore, that all of these statements are likely to be false a good 
deal of the time. And in fact, some research studies show exactly the opposite of the effects 
anticipated by supporters of high-stakes testing. (Note 10) 


The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle Applied to the Social Sciences


For many years the research and policy community has accepted a social science version of 
Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle. That principle is The more important that any quantitative 
social indicator becomes in social decision-making, the more likely it will be to distort and corrupt 
the social process it is intended to monitor. (Note 11) When applied to a high-stakes testing 
environment, this principle warns us that attaching serious personal and educational consequences to 
performance on tests for schools, administrators, teachers, and students, may have distorting and 
corrupting effects. The distortions and corruptions that accompany high-stakes tests make inferences 
about the meanings of the scores on those tests uncertain. If there is uncertainty about the meaning 
of a test score, the test may not be valid. Unaware of this ominous warning, supporters of high-
stakes testing, particularly politicians, have caused high-stakes testing to proliferate. The spread of 
high-stakes tests throughout the nation is described next. 


Current High-stakes Testing Practices


Today, twenty-two states offer schools incentives for high or improved test scores. (Note 12) 
Twenty states distribute financial rewards to successful schools, and nineteen states distribute 
financial rewards to improved schools. 


Punishments are attached to school scores twice as often as rewards, however. Forty-five states hold 
schools accountable for test scores by publishing school or district report cards. Twenty-seven of 
those states hold schools accountable through rating and ranking mechanisms; fourteen have the 
power to close, reconstitute, or take over low performing schools; sixteen have the authority to 
replace teachers or administrators; and eleven have the authority to revoke a school's accreditation. 
In low performing schools, low scores also bring about embarrassment and public ridicule. 


For administrators, threats of termination and cuts in pay exist, as does the potential for personal 
bonuses. In Oakland, California, for example, city school administrators can receive a 9% increase 
in pay for good school performance with a potential for an additional 3% increase—1% per increase 
in reading, math and language arts. (Note 13)
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For teachers, low average class scores may prevent teachers from receiving salary increases, may 
influence tenure decisions, and in sixteen states may be cause for dismissal. Only Texas has linked 
teacher evaluations to student or school test results, but more states have plans to do so in the future.


High average class scores may also bring about financial bonuses or raises in pay. Eleven states 
disperse money directly to administrators or teachers in the most improved schools. For example, 
California recently released each school's Academic Performance Index (API). This is based almost 
entirely on Stanford 9 test scores. Schools showing the biggest gains were to share $677 million in 
rewards while low performing schools in which personnel did not raise student achievement scores 
were to face punishments. (Note 14) In addition, teachers and administrators in 1,346 California 
schools that demonstrated the greatest improvements over the past 2 years were to share $100 
million in bonus rewards, called Certificated Staff Performance Incentive Bonuses, ranging from 
$5,000 to $25,000 per teacher. Although over $550 million had already been disbursed to California 
schools, the distribution of the staff bonuses was deferred because some teachers who posted gains 
on the API scale, but felt they were denied their share of the reward money, filed a lawsuit against 
the state. (Note 15) The court found in favor of the state.


Schools and teachers were not the only targets of rewards and punishments for test performance. 
Policy makers also attached serious consequences to performance on tests for individual students. 


Although test scores are often promoted as diagnostic tools useful for identifying a student's 
achievement deficits and assets, they are rarely used for such purposes when they emanate from 
large-scale testing programs. Two major problems are the cause of this. First, test scores are often 
reported in the summer after students exit each grade and second, there are usually too few items on 
any one topic or area to be used in a diagnostic way. (Note 16) As a result of these factors, scores on 
large-scale assessments are most often used simply to distribute rewards and sanctions. This 
contributes to the corruptions and distortions predicted by the social science version of Heisenberg's 
Uncertainty Principle.


The special case of scholarships


The distortions and corruptions predicted by the Uncertainty Principle find fertile ground for 
developing when high scores on a test result in special diplomas or scholarships. Attaching 
scholarships to high performance on state tests is a relatively new concept, yet six states have 
already begun granting college scholarships and dispersing funds to students with distinguished 
performance on tests. (Note 17) Michigan is a perfect example of the corruptions and distortions that 
occur when stakes are high for a quantitative social indicator. 


The Michigan imbroglio. In spring 2000, Michigan implemented its Merit Award Scholarship 
program in which 42,700 students who performed well on the Michigan Educational Assessment 
Program high school tests were rewarded with scholarships of $2,500 or $1,000 to help pay for in-
state or out-of-state college tuition, respectively. (Note 18)


There is quite a story behind these scholarships, however. (Note 19) In 1996, Michigan became the 
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13th state to sue the nation's leading cigarette manufacturers to recover health care costs encumbered 
by the state to treat smoking-related diseases developed by Michigan's poor and disadvantaged 
citizens. The care and treatment of these citizens placed a financial burden on the states, so they 
sued the tobacco companies for financial compensation. Michigan won approximately $384 million 
to recover some of these health care costs and then decided to distribute approximately 75% of this 
money among high school seniors with high test scores as Merit Award Scholarships. The remainder 
of the money went to health related needs and research, more or less unrelated to smoking or disease 
treatment. Thus, the monies that were awarded to the state did not go to the victims at the center of 
the lawsuit—Michigan's poor and indigent suffering from tobacco related diseases—but went 
instead to those students who scored the highest on the Michigan Educational Assessment Program 
high school test. These were Michigan's relatively wealthier students who had the highest 
probability of enrolling in college even without these scholarships. (Note 20)


Approximately 80% of the test-takers in an affluent Michigan neighborhood earned scholarships 
while only 6% of the test-takers in Detroit earned scholarships. (Note 21) One in three white, one in 
fourteen African American, one in five Hispanic, and one in five Native American test takers 
received scholarships. (Note 22) In addition, from 1982 to 1997, while education spending for needy 
students increased 193%, education spending for merit based programs such as the merit 
scholarships increased by 457% in Michigan. (Note 23) Tests have often been defended because 
they can distribute or redistribute resources based on notions of "merit." But too often the testing 
programs become thinly disquised methods to maintain the status quo and insure that funds stay in 
the hands of those who need them least.


Michigan is now being sued by a coalition that includes students, the American Civil Liberties 
Union of Michigan (ACLU), the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund 
(MALDEF), and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored people (NAACP). They 
are arguing that Michigan is denying students scholarships based on test scores that are highly 
related to race, ethnicity, and educational advantages. Michigan appears to be a state where high-
stakes testing has had a corrupting influence.


The satisfying effects of punishing the slackers. Connecting high-stakes tests with rewards for high 
performance, such as in the example above, is not nearly as prevalent as have been punishments 
attached to student scores that are judged to be too low. Punishments are used three times as often as 
rewards. Policy makers appear to derive satisfaction from the creation of public policies that punish 
those they perceive to be slackers.


Throughout the nation low scores are used to retain students in grade, using the slogan of ending 
"social promotion." Promotion or retention is already contingent on test performance in Louisiana, 
New Mexico, and North Carolina, while four more states have plans to link promotion to test scores 
in the next few years. (Note 24)


Low scores may also prevent high school students from graduating from high school. Whether a 
student passes or fails high school graduation exams – exams that purportedly test a high school 
student's level of knowledge in core high school subjects – is increasingly being used as the only 
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determinant of whether some students graduate or whether students are entitled to a regular high 
school diploma or merely a certificate of attendance.


In fact, high school graduation exams are the assessments with the highest, most visible, and most 
controversial stakes yet. When A Nation at Risk was released, only three states (Note 25) had 
implemented high school graduation exams, then referred to as minimum competency tests on which 
students' basic skills were tested. But in A Nation at Risk, the commission called for more rigorous 
examinations on which high school students would be required to demonstrate mastery in order to 
receive high school diplomas. (Note 26) Since then, states have implemented high school graduation 
exam policies with greater frequency.


Now, almost two decades later, eighteen states (Note 27) have developed and employed high school 
graduation exams and nine more states (Note 28) have high-school graduation exams underway. The 
frequency with which high school graduation exams have become key components of states' high-
stakes testing policies has escalated almost linearly over the past twenty-three years and will 
continue to do so for at least the next six years (see Figure 1).


Figure 1. Number of states with high school graduation exams 1979–2008 
(Note 29)


Who Uses high-stakes Tests?


Analyses of these data reveal that high school graduation exams are: 
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●     more common in states that allocate less money than the national average per pupil for 
schooling as compared to the nation. High school graduation exams are found in around 60% 
of the states in which yearly per pupil expenditures are lower and in about 45% of the states 
in which yearly per pupil expenditures are higher than the national average. (Note 30) 


●     more likely to be found in states that have more centralized governments, rather than those 
with more powerful county or city governments. Of the states that have more centralized 
governments, 62% have or have plans to implement high school graduation exams. Of the 
states that have less centralized governments, only 37% have or have plans to implement 
high school graduation exams. (Note 31) 


●     more likely to be found in the highly populated states and states with the largest population 
growth as compared to the nation. (Note 32) For example, 76% of the country's most highly 
populated states and only 32% of the country's smallest states have or have plans to 
implement high school graduation exams. Looking at growth, not just population we find that 
76% of the states with the greatest population growth and only 32% of the states with the 
lowest population growth from 1990–2000 have or have plans to implement high school 
graduation exams. (Note 33) 


●     most likely to be found in the Southwest and the South. High school graduation exams are 
currently in use in 50% of the southwestern states and 66% of the southern states. Analyses 
also suggest that high school graduation exams will become even more common in these 
regions in the future. By the year 2008, high school graduation exams will be found in 75% 
of the southwestern and southern states. 


High school graduation exams will probably continue to be randomly dispersed throughout 50% of 
the states in the Northeast and least likely to be found in 33% of the mid-western states. The western 
states, over the next decade, will have the greatest increase in the number of states with high school 
graduation exams by region. While 10% percent of the western states have already implemented 
high school graduation exam policies, 50% of these states will have implemented these exams by the 
year 2008. (Note 34) 


More important for understanding high-stakes testing policy is that high school graduation exams 
are more likely found in states with higher percentages of African Americans and Hispanics and 
lower percentages of Caucasians as compared to the nation. Census Bureau population statistics 
helped to verify this. (Note 35) Seventy-five percent of the states with a higher percentage of 
African Americans than the nation have high school graduation exams. By 2008 81% of such states 
will have implemented high school graduation exams. Sixty-seven percent of the states with a higher 
percentage of Hispanics than the nation have high school graduation exams. By 2008 89% of such 
states will have implemented high school graduation exams. Conversely, 13% of the states with a 
higher percentage of Caucasians than the nation have implemented high school graduation exams. 
By 2008 29% of such states will have implemented high school graduation exams. In other words, 
high school graduation exams affect students from racial minority backgrounds in greater 
proportions than they do white students. If these high-stakes tests are discovered not to have their 
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intended effects, that is, if they do not promote the kinds of transfer of learning and education the 
nation desires, the mistake will have greater consequences for America's children of color. 


Similarly, high school graduation exams disproportionately affect students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds. High school graduation exams are more likely to be found in states 
with the greatest degrees of poverty as compared to the nation. Economically disadvantaged students 
are most often found in the South and the Southwest and least often found in the Northeast and 
Midwest. As noted, states in the South and the Southwest are most likely to have high-stakes testing 
policies. Further, 69% of the states with child poverty levels greater than the nation have or have 
plans to implement high school graduation exams. Seventy percent of the states with the greatest 
1990–1998 increases in the number of children living in poverty have or have plans to implement 
such exams. (Note 36) That is, high school graduation exams are more likely to be implemented in 
states that have lower levels of achievement, and the always present correlate of low achievement, 
poorer students. Again, if these high-stakes tests are discovered not to have their intended effects, 
that is, if they fail to promote transfer of learning and education in its broadest sense, as the nation 
desires, the mistake will have greater consequences for America's poorest children.


Matters of national standards and implementation of high-stakes tests are less likely to be of concern 
for the reform of relatively elite schools, (Note 37) that are more often found in regions other than 
the South and Southwest. Perhaps this helps to explain the more extensive presence of high-stakes 
tests in the South and Southwest. This seems a reasonable hypothesis especially when one purpose 
of high-stakes testing is to raise student achievement levels in educational environments perceived 
to be failing.


It should be noted, however, that there is considerable variability in these data. All states with high 
rates of children in poverty have not adopted high-stakes testing policies while some states with 
lower rates of children in poverty have. In states with higher or lower levels of poverty, however, 
schools that exist within poor rural and urban environments are still more frequently targeted by 
these policies. Although legislators promote these policies, claiming high standards and 
accountability for all, schools that already perform well on tests are not the targets for these policies; 
poor, urban, under performing schools are. But, for different reasons, support for high-stakes testing 
receives support in both high and low achieving school districts. In successful schools and districts, 
high-stakes testing policies are acceptable because the scores on those tests merely confirm the 
expectations of the community. Thus, in successful communities, the tests pose little threat and also 
have little incentive value. (Note 38) In poorer performing schools high-stakes testing policies often 
enjoy popular support because, it is thought, at the very least, that these tests will raise standards in a 
state's worst schools. (Note 39)


But if high-stakes testing policies do not promote learning, that is, if they do not appear to be leading 
to education in the most profound sense of that term, then the tests will not turn out to have any use 
in successful communities and schools, nor will they improve the schools attended by poor children 
and ethnic minorities. If, in addition, the tests have unintended consequences such as narrowing the 
curriculum taught, increasing drop out rates and contributing to higher rates of retention in grade, 
they would not be good for any community. But these unintended negative consequences would 
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have a greater impact on the families and neighborhoods of poor and minority students. 


Faith in testing. The effects of high-stakes tests on students is well worth pursuing since it is 
unquestionably a "bull market" for testing. (Note 40) The faith state legislators have put into tests, 
albeit blind, has increased dramatically over the past twenty years. (Note 41) The United States tests 
its children more than any other industrialized nation, has done so for well over thirty years, (Note 
42) and will continue to depend on even more tests as it attempts to improve its schools. At the 
national level, President Bush has been unquestionably successful in passing his "No Child Left 
Behind" plan that calls for even more testing – annual high-stakes testing of every child in the 
United States in grades 3 through 8 in math and reading. Republicans and Democrats alike have 
endorsed high-stakes testing policies for the nation making this President Bush's only educational 
proposal that has claimed bipartisan support. (Note 43) According to the President and other 
proponents, annual testing of every child and the attachment of penalties and rewards to their 
performance on those tests, will unequivocally reform education. Despite the optimism, the jury is 
still out on this issue.


Many researchers, teachers and social critics contend that high-stakes testing policies have worsened 
the quality of our schools and have created negative effects that severely outweigh the few, if any, 
positive benefits associated with high-stakes testing policies. Because testing programs and their 
effects change all the time, reinterpretations of the research that bears on this issue will be needed 
every few years. But at this time, in contradiction to all the rhetoric, the research informs us that 
states that have implemented high-stakes testing policies have fared worse on independent measures 
of academic achievement than have states with no or low stakes testing programs. (Note 44) The 
research also informs us that high-stakes testing policies have had a disproportionate negative 
impact on students from racial minority and low socioeconomic backgrounds. (Note 45)


In Arizona, for example, officials reported that in 1999 students in poor and high-minority school 
districts scored lower than middle-class and wealthy students on Arizona's high-stakes high school 
graduation test, the AIMS (Arizona's Instrument to Measure Standards). Ninety-seven percent of 
African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans failed the math section of the AIMS, a 
significantly greater proportion of failures than occurred in the white community, whose students 
also failed the test in great numbers. (Note 46) Due to the high failure rates for different groups of 
students, as well as various psychometric problems, this test had to be postponed.


In Louisiana parents requested that the office for civil rights investigate why nearly half the children 
in school districts with the greatest numbers of poor and minority children had failed Louisiana's 
test, after taking it for a second time. (Note 47) In Texas, in 1997, only one out of every two African 
American, Mexican American, and economically disadvantaged sophomores passed each section of 
Texas' high-stakes test the TAAS – Texas' Assessment of Academic Skills. In contrast, four out of 
every five white sophomores passed. (Note 48) In Georgia, two out of every three low-income 
students failed the math, English, and reading sections of Georgia's competency tests. No students 
from well-to-do counties failed any of the tests and more than half exceeded standards. (Note 49)


The pattern of failing scores in these states are quite similar to the failure rates in other states with 
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high school graduation exams and are illustrative of the achievement gap between wealthy, mostly 
white school districts and poor, mostly minority school districts. (Note 50) It appears that a major 
cause of these gaps is that high-stakes standardized tests may be testing poor students on material 
they have not had a sufficient opportunity to learn.


Education, Learning, and Training: Three Goals of Schooling


In this report we look at just one of the distorting and corrupting possibilities suggested by 
Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle applied to the testing movement, namely, that training rather 
than learning or general education is taking place in communities that rely on high-stakes tests to 
reform their schools. As will be become clearer, if we have doubt about the meaning of a test score, 
we must be skeptical about the validity of the test. 


Our interest in these distinctions between training, learning and education stems from the many 
anecdotes and research reports we read that document the narrowing of the curriculum and the 
inordinate amount of time spent in drill as a form of test preparation, wherever high-stakes tests are 
used. The former president of the American Association of School Administrators, speaking also as 
the Superintendent of one of the highest achieving school districts in America, notes that: 


The issue of teaching to these tests has become a major concern to parents and 
educators. A real danger exists in that the test will become the curriculum and that 
instruction will be narrow and focused on facts. 


... Teachers believe they spend an inordinate amount of time on drills leading to the 
memorization of facts rather than spending time on problem solving and the 
development of critical and analytical thinking skills. Teachers at the grade levels at 
which the test is given are particularly vulnerable to the pressure of teaching to the 
test.


Rather than a push for higher standards, [Virginia's high-stakes] tests may be driving 
the system toward mediocrity. The classroom adaptations of "Trivial Pursuit" and "Do 
You Want to be a Millionaire?" may well result in higher scores on these standardized 
tests, but will students have acquired the breadth and knowledge to do well on other 
quality benchmarks, such as the SAT and Advanced Placement exams? (Note 51) 


This is our concern as well. Any narrowing of the curriculum, along with the confusion of training 
to pass a test with broader notions of learning and education are especially problematic side effects 
of high-stakes testing for low-income students. The poor, more than their advantaged peers, need not 
only the skills that training provides but need the more important benefits of learning and education 
that allow for full economic and social integration in our society. 


To understand the design of this study and to defend the measures used for our inquiry requires a 
clarification of the distinctions between the related concepts of education, learning (particularly 
school learning and the concept of transfer of learning), and training. For most citizens it is 
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education (the broadest and most difficult to define of the concepts) that is the goal of schooling. 
Learning is the process through which education is achieved. But merely demonstrating acquisition 
of some factual or procedural knowledge is not the primary goal of school learning. That is merely a 
proximal goal. 


The proper goal of school learning is both more distal and more difficult to assess. The proper goal 
of school learning is transfer of learning, that is, the application or use of what is learned in one 
domain or context to that of another domain or context. School learning in the service of education 
focuses deliberately on the goal of broad (or far) transfer. School instruction that can be 
characterized as training is ordinarily a narrow form of learning, where transfer of learning is 
measured on tasks that are highly similar to those used in the training. Broad or far measures of 
transfer, the appropriate goal of school learning, are different from the measures typically used to 
assess the outcomes of training. 


More concretely, training in holding a pencil, or of doing two-column addition with regrouping, or 
memorizing the names of the presidents, is expected to yield just that. After training to do those 
things is completed students should be able to write in pencil, add columns of numbers, and name 
the presidents. The assessments used to measure their newly acquired knowledge are simple and 
direct. On the other hand, learning to write descriptive paragraphs, arguing about how numbers can 
be decomposed, and engaging in civic activities should result in better writing, mathematics and 
citizenship. To inquire whether that is indeed the case, much broader and more distal measures of 
transfer are required and these kinds of outcomes of education are much harder to measure. 


Although enormously difficult to define, almost all citizens agree that school learning is designed to 
produce an "educated" person. Howard Gardner provides one voice for these aspirations by claiming 
that students become educated by probing, in sufficient depth, a relatively small set of examples 
from the disciplines. In Gardner's curriculum teachers lead students to think and act in the manner of 
scientists, mathematicians, artists, or historians. Gardner advocates deep and serious study of a 
limited set of subject matter to provide students with opportunities to deal seriously with the genuine 
and profound ideas of humankind. 


I believe that three very important concerns should animate education; these concerns 
have names and histories that extend far back into the past. There is the realm of truth
—and its underside, what is false or indeterminable. There is the realm of beauty –– 
and its absence in experiences or objects that are ugly or kitschy. And there is the 
realm of morality –– what we consider to be good, and what we consider to be evil. 
(Note 52) 


Gardner's "educated" student thinks like those in the disciplines because the students learn the forms 
of argument and proof that are appropriate to a discipline. Thus tutored, students are able to analyze 
the fundamental ideas and problems that all humans struggle with. It is a discussion and project-
oriented curriculum, with minimum concern for test preparation as a separate activity. Gardener's 
discipline-based curriculum is explicitly concerned with transfer to a wide array of human 
endeavors. Despite the difficulty in obtaining evidence of this kind of transfer of learning, there is 
ample support for this kind of curriculum. Earl Shorris recently demonstrated the effect of this kind 
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of curriculum with desperately poor people who were given the chance to study the disciplines with 
excellent and caring teachers. (Note 53) The experience of studying art, music, moral philosophy, 
logic, and so forth, transformed the lives of these impoverished young adults. 


Minnesota Senator Paul Wellstone also understands that school learning is not an end in itself. For 
him, our educational system should be designed to produce an "educated" person, someone for 
whom transfer of what is learned in school is possible: 


Education is, among other things, a process of shaping the moral imagination, 
character, skills and intellect of our children, of inviting them into the great 
conversation of our moral, cultural and intellectual life, and of giving them the 
resources to prepare to fully participate in the life of the nation and of the 
world." (Note 54)


Senator Wellstone, however, sees a problem with this goal: 


Today in education there is a threat afoot,...: the threat of high-stakes testing being 
grossly abused in the name of greater accountability, and almost always to the serious 
detriment of our children." (Note 55)


The Senator, like many others, recognizes the possible distorting and corrupting effects of high-
stakes testing. He worries about compromising the education of our students, because of "a growing 
set of classroom practices in which test-prep activities are usurping a substantive curriculum." (Note 
56) The Senator is concerned that test preparation for the assessment of narrow curricular goals will 
turn out to be more like training than like the kind of learning that promotes transfer. And if that 
were to be the case, the test instruments themselves are likely to be narrow and near measures of 
transfer, as befits training programs. If this scenario were to occur, then broad and far measures of 
transfer, the indicators, we hope, of the educated person that we hold as our ideal, might not become 
part of the ways in which we assess what is being learned in our schools. 


To reiterate: education (in some broad and hard-to-define way) is our goal. School learning is the 
means to accomplish that goal. But, as a recent National Academy of Science/National Research 
Council report on school learning makes clear, schooling that too closely resembles training, as in 
preparation for testing, cannot accomplish the task the nation has set for itself, namely, the 
development of adaptive and educated citizens for this new millennium. (Note 57) Of course, school 
learning that promotes transfer is only a necessary, and not a sufficient condition, to bring forth an 
educated person. The issue, however, is whether high-stakes tests, with their potential for distorting 
and corrupting classroom life, can overcome the difficulties inherent in such systems, and thereby 
bring about the transformation in student achievements sought by all concerned with public 
education. One of the nation's leading experts on measurement has thought about this issue:


As someone who has spent his entire career doing research, writing, and thinking 
about educational testing and assessment issues, I would like to conclude by 
summarizing a compelling case showing that the major uses of tests for student and 
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school accountability during the past 50 years have improved education and student 
learning in dramatic ways. 


Unfortunately, I cannot. Instead, I am led to conclude that in most cases the 
instruments and technology have not been up to the demands that have been placed on 
them by high-stakes accountability. Assessment systems that are useful monitors lose 
much of their dependability and credibility for that purpose when high-stakes are 
attached to them. The unintended negative effects of high-stakes accountability uses 
often outweigh the intended positive effects." (Note 58)


Transfer of learning and test validity. This report looks at one of the effects claimed for high-stakes 
testing: that states with high-stakes tests will show evidence that some kind of broad learning, rather 
than just some kind of narrow training, has taken place. It is well known that test preparation, 
meticulous alignment of the curriculum with the test, as well as rewards and sanctions for students 
and other school personnel, will almost always result in gains on whatever instrument is used by the 
state to assess its schools. Scores on almost all assessment instruments are quite likely to go up as 
school administrators and teachers train students to do well on tests such as the all-purpose widely-
used SAT-9s in California, or the customized Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), the 
Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS), or the Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Assessment System (MCAS). We ask a more important question than "Do scores rise on the high-
stakes tests?" We ask whether there is evidence of student learning, beyond the training that 
prepared them for the tests they take, in those states that depend on high-stakes tests to improve 
student achievement? We seek to know whether we are getting closer to the ideal we all hold of a 
broadly educated student, or whether we are instead developing students that are much more 
narrowly trained to be good test takers. It is important to note that this is not just a question of how 
well the nation is reaching its intended outcomes, it is also an equally important psychometric 
question about the validity of the tests, as well. 


The National Research Council cautions that "An assessment should provide representative 
coverage of the content and processes of the domain being tested, so that the score is a valid 
measure of the student's knowledge of the broader [domain], not just the particular sample of items 
on the test." (Note 59)


So the score a student obtains on a high-stakes test must be an indicator of transfer or 
generalizability or that test is not valid. The problem is that: 


1.  tests almost always are made up of fewer items than the number actually needed to 
thoroughly assess the entire domain that is of interest; 


2.  testing time, as interminable as it may seem to the students, is rarely enough to adequately 
sample all that is to be learned from a domain; and 


3.  teachers may narrow what is taught in the domain so that the scores on the test will be higher, 
though by doing this, the scores are then invalid since they no longer reflect what the student 
knows of the entire domain. 
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These three factors work against having high-stakes test scores accurately reflect students' domain 
scores in areas such as reading, writing, science, etc. Because of this constant threat of invalidity, 
attaching high-stakes to achievement tests of this type may be impossible to do sensibly. (Note 60) 


How might this show up in practice? Unfortunately there is already research evidence that reading 
and writing scores in Texas may not reflect the domains that are really of interest to us. The 
Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle applied to assessment seems may be at work distorting and 
corrupting the Texas system. The ensuing uncertainty about the meaning of the test scores in Texas 
requires skepticism about whether that state obtained valid indicators of the domain scores that are 
really of interest. That is, we have no assurance that the performance on the test indicates what it is 
supposed to, namely, transfer or generalizability of the performance assessed to the domain that is of 
interest to us. For example,


... high school teachers report that although practice tests and classroom drills have 
raised the rate of passing for the reading section of the TAAS at their school, many of 
their students are unable to use those same skills for actual reading. These students are 
passing the TAAS reading section by being able to select among answers given. But 
they are not able to read assignments, to make meaning of literature, to complete 
reading assignments outside of class, or to connect reading assignments to other parts 
of the course such as discussion and writing. 


Middle school teachers report that the TAAS emphasis on reading short passages, 
then selecting answers to questions based on those short passages, has made it very 
difficult for students to handle a sustained reading assignment. After children spend 
several years in classes where "reading" assignments were increasingly TAAS 
practice materials, the middle school teachers in more than one district reported that 
[students] were unable to read a novel even two years below grade level. (Note 61) 


A similar phenomenon exists in testing writing, where a single writing format is taught—the five 
paragraph persuasive essay. Each paragraph has exactly five sentences: a topic sentence, three 
supporting sentences, and a concluding sentence much like the introductory sentence. The teachers 
call this "TAAS writing," as opposed to "real writing." 


Teachers of writing who work with their students on developing ideas, on finding 
their voice as writers, and on organizing papers in ways appropriate to both the ideas 
and the papers' intended audience find themselves in conflict with this prescriptive 
format. The format subordinates ideas to form, sets a single form out as "the essay," 
and produces predictably, rote writing. Writing as it relates to thinking, to language 
development and fluency, to understanding one's audience, to enriching one's 
vocabulary, and to developing ideas has been replaced by TAAS writing to this 
format. (Note 62) 


California also has well documented instances of this. The curriculum was so narrowed to reflect the 
high-stakes SAT 9 exam, and the teachers under such pressure to teach just what is on the test, that 
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they voluntarily felt obliged to add a half hour a day of unpaid teaching time to the school schedule. 
As one teacher said: 


This year [we] ... extended our day a half hour more. And this is exclusively to do 
science and social studies. ... We think it's very important for our students to learn 
other subjects besides Open Court and math ... because in upper grades, their 
literature, all that is based on social studies, and science and things like that. And if 
they don't get that base from the beginning [in] 1st [and] 2nd grade, they're going to 
have a very hard time understanding the literature in upper grades .... There is no 
room for social studies, science. So that's when we decided to extend our day a half 
hour .... But this is a time for us. With that half hour, we can teach whatever we want, 
and especially in social studies and science and stuff, and not have to worry about, 
"OK, this is what we have to do." It's our own time, and we pick what we want to do. 
(Interview, 2/19/01) (Note 63)


In this school the stress to teach to the test is so great that some teachers violate their contract and 
take an hourly cut in pay in order to teach as their professional ethics demand of them. Such action 
by these teachers—in the face of serious opposition by some of their colleagues–– is a potent 
indicator of how great the pressure in California is to narrow the curriculum and relentlessly prepare 
students for the high-stakes test. The paradox is, that by doing these things, the teachers actually 
invalidate the very tests on which they work so hard to do well. It is not often pointed out that the 
harder teachers work to directly prepare students for a high-stakes test, the less likely the test will 
be valid for the purposes it was intended. 


Test preparation associated with high-stakes testing becomes a source of invalidity if students had 
differential test preparation—as often happens in the case of rich and poor students who take the 
SAT for college entrance. But even if all the students had intensive test preparation the potential for 
invalidity exists because the scores on the test may then no longer represent the broader domain of 
knowledge for which the test score was supposed to be an indicator. Under either of these 
circumstances, where there is differential preparation for the tests by different groups of students, or 
intensive test preparation by all the students, there is still a way to make a distinction between 
training effects and the broader more desirable learning effects. That distinction can be made by 
using transfer measures, that is, other measures of the same domain as the high-stakes test but where 
no intensive test preparation occurred. The scores of students on tests of the same or similar domains 
as those measured by the high-stakes test can help to answer the question about whether learning in 
the broad domain of knowledge is taking place, as intended, or whether a narrow form of learning is 
all that occurs from the test preparation activities. If scores on these other tests rise along with the 
scores on the state tests then genuine learning would appear to be taking place. The claim that 
transfer within the domain is occurring can then be defended, and support will have been garnered 
for the high-stakes testing programs now sweeping the country. We will now examine data that help 
to answer these questions about whether broad-based learning or narrow forms of training are 
occurring.


Design of the Study
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The purpose of this study is to inquire whether the high-stakes testing programs promote the transfer 
of learning that they are intended to foster. A second report in this series inquires if there have been 
negative side-effects of high-stakes testing for economically disadvantaged and ethnic minority 
students (see "The Unintended Consequences of high-stakes Testing by A. L. Amrein & D. C. 
Berliner, forthcoming, at http://www.edpolicyreports.org/). The sample of states used to assess the 
intended and unintended effects of high-stakes testing are the eighteen states that have the most 
severe consequences, that is, the highest stakes associated with their K–12 testing policies: Alabama, 
Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nevada, New Jersey, New 
Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. Table 1 
describes the stakes that exist in each of these states at this time. 


Table 1 
Consequences/"Stakes" in K–12 Testing Policies in States that  


Have Developed Tests with the Highest Stakes (Note 64) 


States Total 
Stakes


Grad. 
exama 


Grade 
prom. 
examb 


Public 
report 
cardsc 


Id. low 
perform.
d 


$ 
awards 
to 
schoolse 


$ 
awards 
to 
stafff 


State 
may 
close 
low 
perform.
g 


State 
may 
replace 
staffh 


Students 
may 
enroll 
else- 
wherei 


$ 
awards 
to 
studentsj 


Alabama 6 X   X X X   X X     


Florida 6 X   X X X X     X   


Georgia 5 X 2004 
(Note 
65)


X X X X 2004       


Indiana 6 X   X X X   X   X   


Louisiana 7 X X 
(Note 
66)


X X     X X X   


Maryland 6 X   X X X   X X     


Minnesota 2 X   X               
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Mississippi 3 X   X X 2003   2003       


Nevada 6 X   X X     X X   X


New Jersey 4 X   X X X           


New 
Mexico


7 X X 
(Note 
67)


X X X   X X     


New York 5 X   X X     X X     


North 
Carolina


8 X X 
(Note 
68)


X X X X X X 
(Note 
69)


    


Ohio 6 X 2002 
(Note 
70)


X X X X       X


South 
Carolina


6 X 2002 
(Note 
71)


X X X   X X     


Tennessee 6 X   X X X X X       


Texas 8 X 2003 
(Note 
72)


X X X X X X 
(Note 
73)


X   


Virginia 4 X   X X     X       
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aGraduation contingent on high school grad. exam.  
bGrade promotion contingent on exam.  
cState publishes annual school or district report cards.  
dState rates or identifies low performing schools according to whether they meet state standards or 
improve each year.  
eMonetary awards given to high performing or improving schools.  
fMonetary awards can be used for "staff" bonuses.  
gState has the authority to close, reconstitute, revoke a school's accred. or takeover low performing 
schools.  
hState has the authority to replace school personnel due to low test scores.  
iState permits students in failing schools to enroll elsewhere.  
jMonetary awards or scholarships for in- or out of state college tuition are given to high performing 
students. 


These states have not only the most severe consequences written into their K–12 testing policies but 
lead the nation in incidences of school closures, school interventions, state takeovers, teacher/
administrator dismissals, etc., and this has occurred, at least in part, because of low test scores. (Note 
74) Further, these states have the most stringent K–8 promotion/retention policies and high school 
graduation exam policies. They are the only states in which students are being retained in grade 
because of failing state tests and in which high school students are being denied regular high school 
diplomas, or are simply not graduating, because they have not passed the state's high school 
graduation exam. These data on denial of high school diplomas are presented in Table 2.


Table 2 
Rates at Which Students Did Not Graduate or Receive a High School 


Diploma Due to Failing the State High School Graduation Exam (Note 
75) 


State (Note 76) Grade in which students first 
take the exam 


Percent of students who did not 
graduate or receive a regular 
high school diploma because they  
did not meet the graduation requirement 
(Note 77) 


Year


Alabama* 10 5.5% 2001


Florida* 11 5.5% 1999


Georgia* 11 12% 2001


Indiana* 10 2% 2000
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Louisiana 10 & 11 4% 2001


Maryland 6 4% 2000


Minnesota 8 2% 2001


Mississippi* 11 n/a (Note 78) n/a


Nevada 11 3% 2001


New Jersey 11 6% 2001


New Mexico* 10 n/a n/a


New York n/a (Note 79) 10% 2000


North Carolina* 9 (Note 80) 7% 2000


Ohio 8 2% 2000


South Carolina 10 8% 1999


Tennessee 9 2.5% 2001


Texas 10 2% 2001


Virginia* 6 0.5% 2001


   


The effects of high-stakes tests on learning were measured by examining indicators of student 
learning, academic accomplishment and achievement other than the tests associated with high-
stakes. These other indicators of student learning serve as the transfer measures that can answer our 
question about whether high-stakes tests show merely training effects, or show transfer of learning 
effects, as well. The four different measures we used to assess transfer in each of the states with the 
highest stakes were:


1.  the ACT, administered by the American College Testing program; 
2.  the SAT, the Scholastic Achievement Test, administered by the College Board; 
3.  the NAEP, the National Assessment of Educational Progress, under the direction of the 


National Center for Education Statistics and the National Assessment Governing Board; and 
4.  the AP exams, the Advanced Placement examination scores, administered by the College 


Board. 


In each state, for each test, participation rates in the testing programs were also examined since these 
vary from state-to-state and influence the interpretation of the scores a state might attain. 


Transfer measures to assess the effects of high-stakes tests. As noted above, psychometricians teach 
us that one facet of validity is that the scores on a test are indicators of performance in the domain 
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from which the test items are drawn. Thus, the score a student gets on a ten-item test of algebra, or 
on their driving test, ought to provide information about how that student would score on any of the 
millions of problems we could have chosen from the domain of algebra, or on how that student 
might drive in innumerable traffic situations. The score on the short classroom assessment, or on the 
test of driving performance, is actually an indicator of the students' ability to transfer what they have 
demonstrated that they have learned to the other items and traffic situations that are similar to those 
on the assessment. In a sense, then, we don't really care much about the score that was obtained on 
either test. What we really want to know is whether that student can do algebra problems or drive 
well in traffic. So we are interested in the score on the tests the student actually took only in so far as 
those scores represent what they know or can do in the domain in which we are interested. This 
study seeks to clarify the relationship between the score obtained on a high-stakes test and the 
domain knowledge that the test score represents.


If, as in some states, scores on the state test go up, it is proper to ask whether the scores are also 
going up on other measures of the same domain. That is precisely what a gain score on a state 
assessment should mean. Gain scores should be the indicators of increased competency in the 
domain that is assessed by the tests, and that is why transfer measures that assess the same domain 
are needed. (Note 81) 


If the high-stakes testing of students really induces teachers to upgrade curricula and instruction or 
leads students to study harder or better, then scores should also increase on other independent 
assessments. (Note 82) So we used the ACT, SAT, NAEP and AP exams as the other independent 
assessments, as measures of transfer. We are not alone in using these four measures to assess 
transfer of learning. For example, one analyst of the Texas high-stakes program believes: "If Texas-
style systemic reform is working as advertised, then the robust achievement gains that TAAS reports 
should also be showing up on other achievement tests such as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), Advanced Placement exams and tests for college admission." (Note 
83)


In addition, the RAND Corporation recently used this same logic to investigate the validity of 
impressive gains on Kentucky's high-stakes tests. The researchers compared the students' 
performance on Kentucky's state test with their performance on comparable tests such as the NAEP 
and the ACT. Gains on the state test did not match gains on the NAEP or ACT tests. They 
concluded the Kentucky state test scores were seemingly inflated and were not a meaningful 
indicator of increased student learning in Kentucky. (Note 84)


In assessing the effects of testing in Texas, other RAND researchers noted "Evidence regarding the 
validity of score gains on the TAAS can be obtained by investigating the degree to which these 
gains are also present on other measures of these same skills." (Note 85) 


Because some test data from the states with high-stakes tests do not show evidence of learning on 
some of the transfer measures, journalist Peter Schrag noted that "...the unimpressive scores on other 
tests raise unavoidable questions about what the numbers really mean [on the high-stakes tests] and 
about the cost of their achievement." (Note 86) 
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The National Research Council also supports transfer measures of the type we use by relying on 
such data in their own analysis. They note, with dismay, that "There is some evidence to indicate 
that improved scores on one test may not actually carry over when a new test of the same knowledge 
and skills is introduced." (Note 87) 


Sampling concerns. In each state the ACT and SAT tests are designed to measure the achievements 
of various percentages of the 60–70 percent of the total high school students in a state who intend to 
go to college. Within each state these tests probably attract a broad sample of students intending to 
go to college, while the AP tests are probably given to a more restricted and higher achieving sample 
of students. But in all three cases the samples are not representative of the state's high school 
graduates. However, these are all high-stakes tests for the students, with each test influencing their 
future. Thus, their motivation to do well on the state's high-stakes test and these other indicators of 
achievement is likely to be similar. This leads to a conservative test of transfer of learning, because 
it ought to be easier to find indicators of transfer, if it occurs, among these generally higher ability, 
more motivated students, rather than in a sample that included all the students in a state. 


Motivation to achieve well may be diminished in the case of the NAEP because no stakes are 
attached to those tests. But the NAEP state data is obtained from a random sample of the states' 
schools, and thus may provide the most representative sample among the four measures of transfer 
of learning we use. Nevertheless, even with NAEP there is a problem. At each randomly selected 
school it is the local school personnel who decide if individual students will participate in NAEP 
testing. As will become clear later, sometimes the participation rates in NAEP testing seem suspect, 
leading to concerns about the appropriateness of the NAEP sample, as well. 


In each high-stakes state, from the year in which the first graduating class was required to pass a 
high school graduation examination, we asked: What happened to achievement in the domains 
assessed by the American College Test (ACT), in the domains assessed by the Scholastic 
Achievement Test (SAT), in the domains assessed by the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), (Note 88) and in the domains assessed by the Advanced Placement (AP) tests. We 
asked also how participation rates in these testing programs changed and might have affected 
interpretations of any effects found.


An archival time-series research design was chosen to examine the state-by-state and year-to year 
data on each transfer measure. Time-series studies are particularly suited for determining the degree 
to which large-scale social or governmental policies make an impact. (Note 89) In archival time-
series designs strings of observations of the variables of interest are made before, and after, some 
policy is introduced. The effects of the policy, if any, are apparent in the rise and fall of scores on 
the variable of interest. 


We may consider the implementation of the state policy to engage in high-stakes testing as the 
independent variable, or treatment, and the scores from year to year on the ACT, SAT, NAEP and 
AP tests, before and after the implementation of high-stakes testing, as four dependent variables of 
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interest. Relationships between the treatments and effects (between independent and dependent 
variables) are demonstrated by studying the pattern in the trend lines before and after the intervention
(s), that is, before and after it was mandatory to pass state tests. (Note 90) Table 3 presents the dates 
at which high school graduation requirements of this type were first introduced in the eighteen states 
under study.


Table 3 
Years in Which High School Graduation Exams  


Affected Each Graduating Class (Note 91)


  Graduating classes required to pass different graduation 
exams to receive a regular high school diploma. 


State 


Year in which the 
state's 1st 
graduation exam 
policy was 
introduced 


1st Exam 
Class of... 


2nd Exam 
Class of... 


3rd Exam 
Class of... 


4th Exam 
Class of... 


5th Exam 
Class of... 


Alabama 1983 1985 1993 2001, 2002, 
2003


  


Florida 1976 1979 1990 1996 2003   


Georgia 1981 1984 1995 1997, 1998 Future 
(Note 92)


  


Indiana 1996 2000         


Louisiana 1989 1991 2003, 2004       


Maryland 1981 1987 2007       


Minnesota 1996 2000         


Mississippi 1988 1989 2003, 2004, 
2005, 
20061


      


Nevada 1979 1981 1985 1992 1999 2003
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New Jersey 1981 1984 1987 1995 2003, 2004, 
2006


  


New Mexico 1988 1990         


New York 1960s (Note 93) 1985 1995 2000, 2001,  
2002, 2003,  
2004, 2005 


    


North Carolina 1977 1980 1998 (Note 
94)


2005     


Ohio 1991 1991 1994 2007     


South Carolina 1986 1990 2005, 2006, 
2007


Future     


Tennessee 1982 1986 1998 2005     


Texas 1980 1983 (Note 
95)


1987 1992 2005   


Virginia 1983 1986 2004       


   


Two strategies were used to help evaluate the strength of the effects of the high-stakes testing 
policy, and our confidence in those effects. First, data points before the introduction of the tests 
provided baseline information. (Note 96) Whether changes in the transfer measure occurred was 
determined by comparing the post intervention data with the baseline or pre-intervention data. If 
there was a change in the trend line for the data, just after intervention occurred, it was concluded 
that the treatment had an effect.


Secondly, national trend lines were positioned alongside state trend lines to help control for normal 
fluctuations and extraneous influences on the data. (Note 97) The national group was used as a 
nonequivalent comparison group to help estimate how the dependent variable would have oscillated 
if there had been no treatment. (Note 98) The national trend lines controlled for whether effects at 
the state level were genuine or just reflections of national trends. Figure 2, using actual data from the 
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state of Alabama, and presented again in Appendix B, illustrates how the archival time series and 
our analyses of effects worked. 


Figure 2. (From Appendix B) Analysis of the American College Test (ACT), Alabama (Note 
99) 


Alabama implemented its 1st high school graduation exam in 1983. It was a prerequisite for 
graduation that first affected the class of 1985. Alabama's 2nd exam first affected the class of 1993. 
The enlarged diamond shape signifies the year before the 1st graduating class was required to pass 
the exam. The policy intervention occurs in the year following the large diamond. From these data 
we conclude that: 


●     From 1984–1985 Alabama gained .1 point on the nation. 
●     From 1984–1992 Alabama gained .3 points on the nation. 
●     From 1992–1993 Alabama gained .1 point on the nation. 
●     From 1992–2001 Alabama lost .1 point to the nation.


To interpret these data, one inspects the state trend line and notes from the bold diamond shapes that 
there were two different points at which Alabama instituted high-stakes tests. After the first test was 
implemented, there was a score gain on the ACT in Alabama. (Note 100) After the second test there 
was an equally modest rise in Alabama's ACT scores. But in each case the national trend line 
showed similar effects, which moderates those conclusions. We can conclude from plotting the ACT 
scores each year that: 1) there were, indeed, small short term gains on the ACT in the year after new 


http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/ (27 of 83) [11/3/2008 1:16:01 PM]







EPAA Vol. 10 No. 18 Amrein & Berliner: High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning


high-stakes tests were instituted; and 2) that the long term effects that may have occurred were 
substantial after the first test, but resulted in a small negative effect after the second high-stakes test 
was instituted. As can be seen, the national trend lines are quite important for interpreting the effects 
of a high-stakes testing policy on a measure of transfer. 


A combined national trend line was used because the creation of a comparison group from the 32 
states with no or low stakes attached to their tests was not feasible. Designation of which category a 
state was in changed from year to year so there were never clear cases of "states with high-stakes 
tests" and a comparison group made up of "states without high-stakes tests" across the years. Using 
the combined national trend line was the best comparison group available, even though this trend 
line included each of the states that were under analysis and the other 17 states that we designated as 
high-stakes states and were also the object of study. Because of these factors there are some 
difficulties in the comparison of the state and national trend lines, perhaps introducing some bias 
toward or against finding learning effects when comparing state trend lines with the national trend 
lines. If such bias exists, we believe its effects would be minimal.


Sources of Data


In an archival time series analysis, effects of the independent variable were measured using 
historical records and data collected from agency and governmental archives (Note 101) and 
extensive telephone calls and emails to and from agency personnel and directors. The following 
state-level data archives were collected: 


American College Test (ACT) 


●     ACT composite scores – 1980–2001 
●     ACT participation rates – 1994–2001 


SAT 


●     SAT composite scores – 1977–2001 
●     SAT participation rates – 1991–2001 


National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 


●     NAEP Grade 4 Mathematics composite scores – 1992, 1996, 2000 
●     NAEP Grade 8 Mathematics composite scores – 1990, 1992, 1996, 2000 
●     NAEP Grade 4 Reading composite scores – 1992, 1994, 1998 
●     NAEP Grade 8 Reading composite scores – 1998 


Advance Placement (AP) 


●     Percentage of 11th / 12th graders who took AP exams 1991–2000 
●     Percentage of 11th / 12th graders receiving a 3 or above 1995–2000 
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State summaries for each of the 18 states with the highest stakes written into their K–12 testing 
policies were constructed to facilitate the time series analysis. These are presented in Appendix A. 
The summaries include contextual and historical information about each state's testing policies. Each 
summary should help readers gain more insight about each state's testing policies and the values 
each state attributes to high-stakes tests, beyond the information offered in Table 1. Most 
importantly, each summary includes background information regarding the key intervention points, 
or years in which graduating seniors were first required to pass different versions of high school 
graduation exams as summarized in Table 3. These intervention points were illustrated in each 
archival time series graph, and each interpretation of state data relied on what happened after these 
key points in time. The archival time series graphs for each of the transfer measures we used are 
included in the different Appendices. The data associated with each of the transfer measures will 
now be described. 


The American College Test (ACT) and the  
Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT)


The American College Test (ACT) (Note 102) and Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT) (Note 103) 
are the two predominant entrance exams taken by students prior to enrolling in higher education. 
College-bound students take the ACT or SAT to meet in-state or out-of-state university enrollment 
requirements. Scores on these tests are used by college admissions officers as indicators of ability 
and academic achievement and are used in decisions about whether an applicant has the minimum 
level of knowledge to enter into, and prosper, at the college to which they applied. Although many 
studies have been conducted questioning the usefulness of these tests in predicting a student's actual 
success after enrolling in college, they continue to be widely used by universities when accepting 
students into their institutions.. (Note 104). 


Despite questions about their predictive validity, both ACT and SAT scores can be considered as 
sensible indicators of academic achievement in the domains that constitute the general high school 
curriculum of the United States. Averaged at the state level, both tests can be thought of as external 
and alternative indicators of achievement by the students of a particular state. Both of these tests can 
serve as measures of transfer of learning.


At this time, we know that the set of states without high-stakes tests perform better on the ACT and 
SAT. We do not know, however, how performance on the ACT and SAT tests changed after high 
school graduation exams were implemented in the 18 states that have introduced high-stakes testing 
policies. The objective of the first section of this inquiry is to answer this question.


There are, however, limitations to using these measures. For example, students who take the ACT 
and SAT are college-bound students and do not represent all students in a given state. But in 2001 
38% and 45% of all graduating seniors took the ACT and the SAT tests, respectively. Although the 
sample of students is not representative, we can still use these scores to assess how high-stakes tests 
affected an average of approximately 2 out of every 5 students across the nation. Additionally, 
because participation rates vary by state we can use state participation rates to assess how in some 
states high-stakes tests affected the academic performance of more than 75% of graduating seniors. 
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It should be noted, as well, that some states are ACT states or states in which the majority of high 
school seniors take the ACT. Other states are SAT states or states in which the majority of high 
school seniors take the SAT. In Mississippi, for example, only 4% of high school seniors took the 
SAT in 2001 but in that same year 89% of high school seniors took the ACT. This would make 
Mississippi an ACT state. Whether states with high-stakes tests are ACT or SAT states should be 
taken into consideration to help us understand the sample of students who are taking the tests. If 
within Mississippi only 4% of high school seniors took the SAT it can be assumed that those 
students were probably among the brightest or most ambitious high school seniors in Mississippi. 
These students probably take the SAT because they were seeking out-of-state universities. 
Conversely, if 89% of high school seniors took the ACT, it can be assumed that those students were 
probably a bit less talented or ambitious seniors, predominantly students trying to meet the 
requirements of the universities within the state of Mississippi. It is likely, however, that this sample 
also includes those seeking entrance to out of state universities that accept ACT scores. The 
participation rates for each test helps to decipher whether different samples of college bound 
students performed differently.


It should also be noted that the ACT and SAT tests are high-stakes tests. A student's score does 
influence to which colleges a student may apply and in which colleges a student may enroll. It seems 
likely, therefore, that students who take these tests are trying to achieve the highest scores possible. 
This would deflate arguments that students try harder on high school graduation exams than college 
entrance exams. If anything, the opposite might be true.


The purpose in the next two analyses is to assess how student learning changed in the domains 
represented by the ACT and SAT. Student scores and participation rates on these tests will be 
examined in each state after high-stakes high school graduation tests were implemented. Effects will 
be analyzed from the year in which the first graduating class was required to pass a high school 
graduation exam. It is also the purpose of the next two analyses to assess how high school seniors 
who are likely to be bound for out-of-state colleges, and seniors likely to be bound for in-state 
colleges, performed after high school graduation high-stakes exams were implemented.


American College Test (ACT)


The ACT data for each of the 18 states with high-stakes testing is included in Appendix B. Short-
term, long-term, (Note 105) and overall achievement trends on the ACT were analyzed in the years 
following a states implementation of a high-stakes high school graduation exam. These analyses are 
summarized in Appendix B as well. The data and analysis for the state of Alabama, which we 
included as Figure 2, illustrated the way we examined each state's ACT data. A summary of those 
trends across the 18 states with the highest stakes is provided in Table 4. 
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Table 4 
Results from the Analysis of ACT Scores (Note 106)


State Effect after  
1st HSGE 


Effect after  
2nd HSGE 


Effect after  
3rd HSGE 


Effect after  
4th HSGE 


Overall 
Effects 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Alabama 1984–'85 
+0.1 


1984–'92 
+0.3 


1992–'93 
+0.1 


1992–'01 
–0.1 


Positive 


Florida n/a 1980–'89 
–0.4 


1989–'90 
–0.1 


1989–'95 
–0.2 


1995–'96 
–0.3 
(+2%) 


1995–'01 
–0.6 
(+5%) 


Negative 


Georgia 1983–'84 
+0.2 


1983–'94 
–0.5 


1994–'95 
–0.1 
(0%) 


1994–'01 
–0.6 
(0%) 


Negative 


Indiana 1999–'00 
+0.2 (–
1%) 


1999–'01 
+0.2 (–
1%) 


Positive 


Louisiana 1990–'91 
0 


1990–'01 
–0.2 


Negative 


Maryland 1986–'87 
+0.1 


1986–'01 
–0.6 


Negative 


Minnesota 1999–'00 
–0.1 
(0%) 


1999–'01 
0 (0%) 


Negative 


Mississippi 1988–'89 
0 


1988–'01 
–0.4 


Negative 


Nevada 1980–'81 
–0.1 


1980–'84 
+0.1 


1984–'85 
–0.3 


1984–'91 
+0.1 


1991–'92 
+0.2 


1991–'98 
+0.1 


1998–'99 
+0.1 (–
1%) 


1998–'01 
–0.1 (–
5%) 


Positive 


New 
Jersey 


1983–'84 
+0.3 


1983–'86 
–1.4 


1986–'87 
–0.2 


1986–'94 
–0.1 


1994–'95 
–0.5 (–
1%) 


1994–'01 
–0.5 (–
1%) 


Negative 


New 
Mexico 


1989–'90 
+0.1 


1989–'01 
–0.5 


Negative 


New York 1984–'85 
–0.2 


1984–'94 
–0.5 


1994–'95 
+0.1 (–
1%) 


1994–'01 
+0.4 (–
6%) 


Negative 
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North 
Carolina 


1979–'80 
n/a 


1980–'97 
–1.1 


1997–'98 
+0.1 
(0%) 


1997–'01 
+0.4 
(0%) 


Negative 


Ohio 1993–'94 
+0.1 


1993–'01 
+0.1 


Positive 


South 
Carolina 


1989–'90 
+0.1 


1989–'01 
–0.5 


Negative 


Tennessee 1985–'86 
+0.3 


1985–'97 
–0.3 


1997–'98 
+0.1 (–
7%) 


1997–'01 
+0.3 (–
6%) 


Positive 


Texas 1986–'87 
+0.2 


1986–'91 
+0.7 


1991–
1'92 0 


1991–'01 
0 


Positive 


Virginia 1985–'86 
–0.1 


1985–'01 
–1.3 


Negative 


   


From Table 4, looking at all the states simultaneously, and in comparison to the nation, we can 
evaluate short-term, long-term, and the overall effects of high stakes testing policies.


Short-term effects. In the short term, ACT gains were posted 1.6 times more often than losses after 
high school graduation exams were implemented. Short-term gains were evident sixteen times, 
losses were evident ten times, and no apparent effects were evident three times. But the gains and 
losses that occurred were partly artificial, because the states' short-term changes in scores were 
correlated (–0.51 < r < 0.13) (Note 107) to the states short-term changes in participation rates. This 
modest negative correlation informs us that if the participation rate in ACT testing went down then 
the scores on the ACT went up, and vice versa. Under these circumstances it is hard to defend the 
thesis that there are reliable short-term gains from high-stakes tests. 


Long-term effects. In the long term, and also in comparison to the nation, ACT losses were posted 
1.9 times more often than gains after high school graduation exams were implemented. Long-term 
gains were evident ten times, losses were evident nineteen times, and no apparent effects were 
evident two times. These gains and losses were "real" given that the states' long-term changes in 
score were unrelated (r = –0.18) (Note 108) to the states' long-term changes in participation rates.


Overall effects. In comparison to the rest of the nation, negative ACT effects were displayed 2 times 
more often than positive effects after high-stakes high school graduation exams were implemented. 
Six states displayed overall positive effects, while twelve states displayed overall negative effects. In 
this data set overall losses or gains were unrelated to whether the percentage of students 
participating in the ACT increased or decreased.


Assuming that the ACT can serve as an alternative measure of the same or a similar domain as a 
state's high-stakes achievement tests, there is scant evidence of learning. Although states may 
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demonstrate increases in scores on their own high-stakes tests, it appears that transfer of learning is 
not a typical outcome of their high-stakes testing policy. Sixty-seven percent of the states that use 
high school graduation exams posted decreases in ACT performance after high school graduation 
exams were implemented. These decreases were unrelated to whether participation rates increased 
or decreased at the same time. On average, the college-bound students in states with high school 
graduation exams decreased in levels of academic achievement as measured by the ACT.


One additional point about the ACT data needs to be made. In ACT states (states in which more than 
50% of high school seniors took the ACT) students who are thought to be headed for in-state 
colleges were just slightly (1.3 times) more likely to post negative effects on the ACT. In SAT states 
(states in which less than 50% of high school seniors took the ACT) the students who are more 
likely bound for out-of-state colleges were 2.7 times more likely to post negative effects on the 
ACT. If anything, high school graduation exams hindered the performance of the brightest and most 
ambitious of the students bound for out-of-state colleges. Seventy-three percent of the states in 
which less than 50% of students take the ACT posted overall losses on the ACT.


Analysis of ACT Participation Rates. (Note 109) Just as ACT scores were used as indicators of 
academic achievement, ACT participation rates were used as indicators of the rates by which 
students in each state were planning to go to college. Arguably, if high school graduation exams 
increased academic achievement in some broad and general sense, an increase in the number of 
students pursuing a college degree would be noticed. An indicator of that trend would be increased 
ACT participation rates over time. So we examined changes in the rates by which students 
participated in ACT testing after the year in which the first graduating class was required to pass a 
high school graduation exam and for which data were available. These results are presented in Table 
5.


Table 5 
Results from the Analysis of ACT Participation Rates


State Year in which students had 
to pass 1st HSGE to 


graduate 


Change in % of students 
taking the ACT 1994–2001 as 


compared to the nation* 


Overall 
Effects 


Alabama 1985 +9% Positive


Florida 1979 +4% Positive


Georgia 1984 0% Neutral


Indiana 2000 –1% Negative
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Louisiana 1991 +5% Positive


Maryland 1987 –1% Negative


Minnesota 2000 0% Neutral


Mississippi 1989 +14% Positive


Nevada 1981 –6% Negative


New Jersey 1985 –1% Negative


New Mexico 1990 0% Neutral


New York 1985 –6% Negative


North Carolina 1980 +2% Positive


Ohio 1994 +2% Positive


South Carolina 1990 +15% Positive


Tennessee 1986 +10% Positive


Texas 1987 –2% Negative


Virginia 1986 +4% Positive


*1999–2001 data were used for Indiana and Minnesota. 
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From this analysis we learn that from 1994–2001 ACT participation rates, as compared to the 
nation, increased in 50% of the states with high school graduation exams. When compared to the 
nation, participation rates increased in nine states, decreased in six states, and stayed the same in 
three states. Thus there is scant support for the belief that high-stakes testing policies within a state 
have an impact on the rate of college attendance.


The Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT)


The SAT data for each of the 18 states with high-stakes testing is included in Appendix C. Short-
term, long-term, and overall achievement trends were analyzed following the states' implementation 
of their high-stakes high school graduation exam and these analyses are summarized in Appendix C, 
as well. The state of Florida was randomly chosen from this data set to illustrate what a time series 
for the SAT looks like. These data are provided in Figure 3. A summary of those trends across the 
18 high-stakes testing states is provided in Table 6. 


 


Figure 3. Florida: SAT scores


Florida implemented its 1st high school graduation exam in 1976. It was a prerequisite for 
graduation that first affected the class of 1979. Florida's 2nd exam first affected the class of 1990 
and its 3rd exam the class of 1996 – see points of intervention (diamonds) enlarged to signify the 
year before the 1st graduating class was required to pass each exam: 


●     From 1978–1979 Florida gained 6 points on the nation. 
●     From 1978–1989 Florida lost 4 points to the nation. 
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●     From 1989–1990 Florida gained 2 points on the nation. 
●     From 1989–1995 Florida lost 2 points to the nation. 
●     From 1995–1996 Florida lost 2 points to the nation. 
●     From 1995–2001 Florida lost 6 points to the nation. 


Table 6 
Results from the Analysis of SAT Scores Across the States (Note 110)


State Effect after 1st 
HSGE 


Effect after 2nd 
HSGE 


Effect after 3rd 
HSGE 


Effect after 4th 
HSGE 


Overall 
Effects 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Short 
Term 


Long 
Term 


Alabama 1984–
85 +13 


1984–
92 +23 


1992–
93 +7 
(0%) 


1992–
01 +4 (–
2%) 


        Positive 


Florida 1978–
79 +6 


1978–
89 –4 


1989–
90 +2 


1989–
95 –2 


1995–
96 –2 
(0%) 


1995–
01 –6 
(+2%) 


    Negative 


Georgia 1983–
84 0 


1983–
94 +21 


1994–
95 –2 
(+1%) 


1994–
2001 
+10 (–
5%) 


        Positive 


Indiana 1999–
00 +2 


1999–
01 +2 


            Positive 


Louisiana 1990–
91 +3 


1990–
01 +19 


            Positive 


Maryland 1986–
87 +3 


1986–
01 –6 


            Negative 


Minnesota 1999–
00 –12 


1999–
01 –19 


            Negative 


Mississippi 1988–
89 –13 


1988–
01 +7 


            Negative 


Nevada 1980–
81 +3 


1980–
84 –6 


1984–
85 –16 


1984–
91 –10 


1991–
92 +1 
(+2%) 


1991–
98 –15 


1998–
99 +7 


1998–
01 –2 


Negative 


New Jersey 1983–
84 –2 


1983–
86 +2 


1986–
87 +4 


1986–
94 +8 


1994–
95 –2 
(0%) 


1994–
01 +1 
(+7%) 


    Positive 


New Mexico 1989–
90 –3 


1989–
01 –29 


            Negative 
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New York 1984–
85 –3 


1984–
94 –11 


1994–
95 –3 (–
1%) 


1994–
2001 –6 
(–2%) 


        Negative 


North 
Carolina 


1980–
81 +7 


1980–
97 +32 


1997–
98 +3 


1997–
01 +10 


        Positive 


Ohio 1993–
94 +7 


1993–
01 –1 


            Positive 


South 
Carolina 


1989–
90 +2 


1989–
01 +15 


            Positive 


Tennessee 1985–
86 –3 


1985–
97 +8 


1997–
98 +1 


1997–
01 –9 (–
3%) 


        Negative 


Texas 1986–
87 –2 


1986–
91 +7 


1991–
92 –1 
(0%) 


1991–
01 –8 
(+6%) 


        Negative 


Virginia 1985–
86 +1 


1985–
01 –9 


            Negative 


   


Short–term effects. Looking across all the states simultaneously, and in comparison to the nation, we 
see that in the short term, SAT gains were posted 1.3 times more often than losses after high school 
graduation exams were implemented. Short-term gains were posted seventeen times, losses were 
posted thirteen times, and no apparent effects were posted once. But the gains and losses that 
occurred were partly artificial because the states' short-term changes in scores were related (–0.60 < 
r < 0.38) to the states short-term changes in participation rates. The negative correlations inform us 
that if the participation rate in SAT testing went down the scores on the SAT went up, and vice 
versa. The modest positive correlations inform us that in a few cases if the participation rate in SAT 
testing went down the scores on the SAT went down, and vice versa. Under these circumstances it is 
hard to defend the thesis that there are any reliable short-term gains on measures of general learning 
associated with high-stakes tests.


Long-term effects. In the long term, and also in comparison to the nation, SAT losses were posted 
1.1 times more often than gains after high school graduation exams were implemented. Long-term 
gains were evident fifteen times, and losses were evident sixteen times. These gains and losses were 
partly artificial, however, given that the states' long-term changes in score were negatively 
correlated (r = –0.41) to the changes in participation rates for taking the SAT. The fewer students 
taking the test, the higher the SAT scores, and vice versa.


Overall effects. In comparison to the rest of the nation, negative SAT effects were posted 1.3 times 
more often than positive effects after high school graduation exams were implemented. Eight states 
displayed overall positive effects, while ten states displayed overall negative effects. But the gains or 
losses in score were related to increases and decreases in the percentage of students participating in 
the SAT. Thus it is hard to attribute any effects on the SAT to the implementation of high-stakes 
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testing.


If we assume that the SAT is an alternative measure of the same or a similar domain as a state's own 
high-stakes achievement tests, then there is scant evidence of learning. Although states may 
demonstrate increases in scores on their own high-stakes tests, it appears that transfer of learning is 
not a typical outcome of their high-stakes testing policy. Fifty-six percent of the states that use high 
school graduation exams posted decreases in SAT performance after high school graduation exams 
were implemented. However, these decreases were slightly related to whether SAT participation 
rates increased or decreased at the same time. Thus, there is no reliable evidence that high-stakes 
high school graduation exams improve the performance of students who take the SAT. Gains and 
losses in SAT scores are more related to who participates in the SAT than the implementation of 
high school graduation exams.


One additional point about the SAT data needs to be made. In SAT states (states in which more than 
50% of high school seniors took the SAT) students who are thought to be headed for in-state 
colleges were equally likely to post negative and positive effects on the SAT. In ACT states (states 
in which less than 50% of high school seniors took the SAT) the students who are more likely bound 
for out-of-state colleges were 1.7 times more likely to post negative effects on the SAT. If anything, 
high school graduation exams hindered the performance of the brightest and most ambitious of the 
students bound for out-of-state colleges. Sixty-three percent of the states in which less than 50% of 
students take the SAT posted overall losses on the SAT.


Analysis of SAT Participation Rates. Just as SAT scores were used as indicators of academic 
achievement, SAT participation rates were used as indicators of the rates by which students in each 
state were planning to go to college. Arguably, if high school graduation exams increased academic 
achievement in some broad and general sense, an increase in the number of students pursuing a 
college degree would be noticed. An indicator of that trend would be increased SAT participation 
rates. So we examined changes in the rates by which students participated in SAT testing after the 
year in which the first graduating class was required to pass a high school graduation exam and for 
which data were available. These results are presented in Table 7.


Table 7  
Results from the Analysis of SAT Participation Rates 


State Year students must pass 1st HSGE 
to graduate 


Change in % of students taking the 
SAT 1991–2001 as compared to the 


nation* 


Overall  
Effects 


Alabama 1985 –2% Negative


Florida 1979 +3% Positive
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Georgia 1984 –2% Negative


Indiana 2000 –1% Negative


Louisiana 1991 –5% Negative


Maryland 1987 –2% Negative


Minnesota 2000 –1% Negative


Mississippi 1989 –3% Negative


Nevada 1981 +5% Positive


New Jersey 1985 +4% Positive


New Mexico 1990 –2% Negative


New York 1985 –1% Negative


North Carolina 1980 +5% Positive


Ohio 1994 +2% Positive


South Carolina 1990 –4% Negative


Tennessee 1986 –2% Negative


Texas 1987 +6% Positive


Virginia 1986 +5% Positive


* 1993–2001 data were used for Ohio and 2000–2001 data were used for Indiana and Minnesota. Participation 
rates were not available for 1998 and 1999. 
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From this analysis we learn that from 1991–2001 (1993–2001 in Ohio, and 2000–2001 in Indiana 
and Minnesota) SAT participation rates, as compared to the nation, fell in 61% of the states with 
high school graduation exams. Participation rates in the SAT increased in seven states and decreased 
in eleven states. There is scant support for the belief that high-stakes testing policies will increase 
the rate of college attendance. Students did not participate in the SAT testing program at greater 
rates after high-stakes high school graduation exams were implemented.


National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)


Some may argue that using ACT and SAT scores to assess the effects of high school graduation 
exams is illogical because high school graduation exams are specifically intended to raise the 
achievement levels of those students who are the most likely to fail – the poor, in general, and poor 
racial minorities, in particular. These students do not take the ACT or SAT in great numbers. But the 
effects of high-stakes policies on these particular populations can be assessed with data from the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress.(Note 111) 


The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), commonly known as ‘the nation's report 
card," is the test administered by the federal government to monitor the condition of education in the 
nation's schools. NAEP began in 1969 as a national assessment of three different age or grade levels, 
for which students were randomly sampled and tested to provide information about the outcomes of 
the nation's various educational systems. In 1990 NAEP was expanded to provide information at the 
state level, allowing for the first time state-to-state comparisons. 


States that volunteered to participate in NAEP could gauge how they performed in math and reading 
in comparison to each other and to the nation, overall. This way states could assess the effects of the 
particular educational policies they had implemented. Under President Bush's national education 
policy, however, states are required to take the NAEP because it is believed to be the most robust 
and stable instrument the nation has to gauge learning and educational progress across all states.
(Note 112) The federal government believes, as we do, that NAEP exams can be used to asses 
transfer, that NAEP is an alternate measure of the domains that are assessed by each of the states.


Weaknesses of the NAEP. It is proper to acknowledge that the NAEP has a number of weaknesses 
influencing interpretations of the data that we offer below. First, state level NAEP data pertain only 
to 4th and 8th grade achievement. The national student data set includes 12th grade data as well, and 
some additional subjects are tested, but at the state levels, only 4th and 8th grade achievement is 
measured. Given these circumstances it is not logical to attempt an assessment of the effects of 
implementing a high school graduation exam, or any other exam that is usually administered at the 
high school level, by analyzing NAEP tests given at the 4th or 8th grade. On the other hand, it is not 
illogical to make the assumption that other state reform policies went into effect at or around the 
same time as high-stakes high school graduation exams were put into place, including the use of 
other high-stakes tests at lower grade levels.(Note 113) The usefulness of the NAEP analyses that 
follow rest on the assumption that states' other K–12 high-stakes testing policies were implemented 
at or around the same time as each state's high school graduation exam. Table 1 describes these 
policies, and these policies are elaborated on in Appendix A. Other researchers who have used 
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NAEP data to draw conclusions about the effects of high-stakes tests have used this logic and 
methodology as well.(Note 114)


Secondly, the NAEP does not have stakes attached to it. Students who are randomly selected to 
participate do not have to perform their best. However, because each student only takes small 
sections of the test, students appear to be motivated to do well and the scores appear to be 
trustworthy.(Note 115)


Third, states like North Carolina have aligned their state-administered exams with the NAEP, 
making for state-mandated tests that are very similar to the NAEP.(Note 116) In such cases gains in 
score on the NAEP may be related to similarities in test content rather than actual increases in 
school learning. States that align their tests with the NAEP have an unfair advantage over other 
states that aligned their tests with their state standards, but such imitative forms of testing occur. 
State tests that look much like the NAEP will probably become more common now that President 
Bush is attempting to attach stakes to the NAEP, and this will, of course, make the NAEP much less 
useful as a yardstick to assess if genuine learning of the domains of interest is taking place.


Finally, when analyzing NAEP data it is important to pay attention to who is actually tested. The 
NAEP sampling plan uses a multi-stage random sampling technique. In each participating state, 
school districts are randomly sampled. Then, schools within districts are randomly sampled. And 
then, students within schools are randomly sampled. Once the final list of participants is drawn, 
school personnel sift through the list and remove students who they have classified as Limited 
English Proficient (LEP) or who have Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) as part of their special 
education programs. Local personnel are required to follow "carefully defined criteria" in making 
determinations as to whether potential participants are "capable of participating."(Note 117) In short, 
although the NAEP uses random sampling techniques, not all students sampled are actually tested. 
The exclusion of these students biases NAEP results.


Illusion from exclusion. Walter Haney found that exclusion rates explained gains in NAEP scores 
and vice versa. Texas, for example, was one state in which large gains in NAEP scores were 
heralded as proof that high-stakes tests do, indeed, improve student achievement. But Haney found 
that the percentages of students excluded from participating in the NAEP increased at the same time 
that large gains in scores were noted. Exclusion rates increased at both grade levels escalating from 
8% to 11% at grade 4 and from 7% to 8% at grade 8 from 1992–1996. Meanwhile, in contrast, 
exclusion rates declined at both grade levels at the national level during this same time period, 
decreasing from 8% to 6% at grade 4 and from 7% to 5% at grade 8. Haney, therefore, termed the 
score gains in Texas an "illusion arising from exclusion."(Note 118)


Unfortunately, however, such illusions from exclusions hold true across the other states that use 
high-stakes tests. For example, North Carolina was the other state in which large gains in NAEP 
scores were heralded as proof that high-stakes testing programs improve student achievement. On 
the 4th grade NAEP math test North Carolina recorded an average composite score of 212 in 1992 
and an average composite score of 232 in 2000. The nation's composite score increased from 218 to 
226 over the same time period. North Carolina gained 20 points while the nation gained 8, making 
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for what would seem to be a remarkable 12-point gain over the nation, the largest gain made by any 
state. But North Carolina excluded 4% of its LEP and IEP students in 1992 and 13% of its LEP and 
IEP students in 2000. Meanwhile, the nation's exclusion rate decreased from 8% to 7% over the 
same time period. North Carolina excluded 9% more of its LEP and IEP students while the nation 
excluded 1% less making for a 10% divergence between North Carolina's and the nation's exclusion 
rates from 1992–2000. North Carolina's grade 4 math 1992–2000 exclusion rates increased 325% 
while the nation's exclusion rate decreased. In addition, North Carolina's grade 8 math 1992–2000 
exclusion rates increased 467% while the nation's exclusion rate stayed the same.


There is little doubt that the relative gains posted by North Carolina were partly, if not entirely, 
artificial given the enormous relative increase in the rates by which North Carolina excluded 
students from participating in the NAEP. The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle appears to be at 
work in both Texas and North Carolina, leading to distortions and corruptions of the data, giving rise 
to uncertainty about the meaning of the scores on the NAEP tests.


North Carolina and Texas, however, are not the only states in which exclusionary trends were 
observed. In states with high-stakes tests, between 0%–49% of the gains in NAEP scores can be 
explained by increases in rates of exclusion. Similarly, 0%–49% of the losses in score can be 
explained by decreases in rates of exclusion over the same years.(Note 119) The more recent the 
data, the more the variance in NAEP scores can be explained by changes in exclusion rates. In short, 
states that are posting gains are increasingly excluding students from the assessment. This is 
happening with greater frequency as time passes from one NAEP test to the next. That is, as the 
stakes attached to the NAEP become higher, the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle in assessment 
apparently is having its effects, with distortions and corruptions of the assessment system becoming 
more evident.


The state scores on the NAEP math and reading tests, at grades 4 and 8, will be used in our analysis 
to test the effects on learning from using high-stakes tests in states that have implemented high-
stakes high school graduation exams. Given that exclusion rates affect gains and losses in score, 
however, state exclusion rates will be presented along side the relative gains or losses posted by 
each state. In this way readers can make their own judgments about whether year-to-year gains in 
score are likely to be "true" or "artificial." The gains and losses in scores and exclusion rates have all 
been calculated in comparison to the pooled national data. 


Analysis of NAEP Grade 4 Math Scores


For each state, after high-stakes tests were implemented, an analysis of NAEP mathematics 
achievement scores was conducted. The state of Georgia was randomly chosen to serve as an 
example of the analysis we did on the grade 4 NAEP math tests (see Figure 4). The logic of this 
analysis rests on two assumptions. First, that high-stakes tests and other reforms were implemented 
in all grades at or around the same time, or soon after high-stakes high school graduation exams 
were implemented. Second, that such high-stakes test programs and the reform efforts that 
accompany them should affect learning in the different mathematics domains that make up the K–4 
curriculum. NAEP is a test derived from the K–4 mathematics domains. 
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Figure 4. NAEP Math, Grade 4: Georgia


Trend lines and analytic comments for all the other states are included in Appendix D. A summary 
of these data across all 18 states is presented as Table 8.


Georgia implemented its 1st high school graduation exam in 1984. Assuming that other stakes 
attached to Georgia's K–8 tests (see Table 1) were attached at or around the same time or some time 
thereafter: 


●     From 1992–1996 Georgia lost 4 points to the nation. 
●     From 1996–2000 Georgia gained 4 points, as did the nation. 
●     From 1992–2000 Georgia lost 4 points to the nation.
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Table 8 
Results from the Analysis of NAEP Math Grade 4 Scores 


State Year in 
which 
students 
had to 
pass 1st 
HSGE to 
graduate 


1992–
1996 
Change 
in score 


1992–
1996 
Change 
in % 
excluded 


1996–
2000 
Change 
in score 


1996–
2000 
Change 
in % 
excluded 


1992–
2000 
Change 
in score 


1992–
2000 
Change 
in % 
excluded 


Overall 
Effects 


Alabama 1985 0 +3% +2 –1% +2 +2% Positive


Florida 1979 –2 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a Negative


Georgia 1984 –4 +4% 0 –1% –4 +3% Negative


Indiana 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Louisiana 1991 +1 +6% +5 –1% +6 +5% Positive


Maryland 1987 –1 +6% –2 0% –3 +6% Negative


Minnesota 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Mississippi 1989 +2 +3% –1 –3% +1 0% Positive


Nevada 1981 n/a n/a –1 0% n/a n/a Negative


New Jersey 1984 –4 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a Negative


New Mexico 1990 –3 +7% –4 –1% –7 +6% Negative


New York 1985 0 +5% 0 +3% 0 +8% Neutral


North 
Carolina


1980 +8 +5% +4 +5% +12 +10% Positive


http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/ (44 of 83) [11/3/2008 1:16:01 PM]







EPAA Vol. 10 No. 18 Amrein & Berliner: High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning


Ohio 1994 +2 n/a +2 n/a +4 +5% Positive


South 
Carolina


1990 –3 +3% +3 0% 0 +3% Neutral


Tennessee 1986 +4 +4% –3 –3% +1 +1% Positive


Texas 1987 +7 +4% 0 +4% +7 +8% Positive


Virginia 1986 –2 +4% +4 +3% +2 +7% Positive


   


The time period 1992–1996. From Table 8, in comparison to the nation as a whole, we see that the 
states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or more years before 1996 posted losses 1.2 times more 
often than gains on the 1992–1996 grade 4 NAEP math tests. Six states posted gains, seven states 
posted losses, and two states posted no changes, as compared to the nation. Thus, only 40% of the 
states with high-stakes tests posted gains from 1992–1996. These gains and losses may be 
considered "real" given that the states' 1992–1996 changes in score were unrelated (r = 0) to the 
states' 1992–1996 exclusion rates. 


The time period 1996–2000. Table 8 also reveals that on the 1996–2000 grade 4 NAEP math tests 
the states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or more years before 2000 posted gains 1.2 times 
more often than losses, as compared to the nation. Six states posted gains, five states posted losses, 
and three states posted no changes as compared to the nation. Thus, only 43% of the states with high-
stakes tests posted gains from 1996–2000. These gains and losses, however, were partly artificial 
since the states' 1996–2000 changes in score were positively correlated (r = 0.45) with the states' 
1996–2000 exclusion rates. 


The time period 1992–2000. Table 8 also reveals that states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or 
more years before 2000 posted gains 2.7 times more often than losses. Another way to look at these 
data is to note that these states were 1.6 times more likely to show gains rather than losses or no 
changes on the grade 4 NAEP math tests over the time period from 1992–2000. Eight states posted 
gains, three states posted losses, and two states posted no changes as compared to the nation. Thus, 
gains were posted by 62% of the states with high-stakes tests from 1992–2000. But these gains and 
losses were partly artificial given that the states' 1992–2000 changes in score were positively 
correlated (r = 0.39) to the states' 1992–2000 exclusion rates. The higher the percent of students 
excluded, the higher the NAEP scores obtained by a state. Because of the correlation we found 
between exclusion rates and scores on the NAEP, there is uncertainty about the meaning of those 
improved scores. 
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The overall data set. In the years for which data were available, across all time periods, the 
implementation of high-stakes tests resulted in positive effects 1.3 times more often than negative 
effects on the grade 4 NAEP tests in mathematics. Eight states displayed positive effects, six states 
displayed negative effects, and two states displayed neutral effects. Thus, in comparison to national 
trends, 50% of the states with high-stakes tests posted positive effects but these gains and losses 
were partly artificial, given that the overall positive or negative changes in score were related to 
changes in the overall state exclusion rates.


In short, when compared to the nation as a whole, high-stakes testing policies did not usually lead to 
improvement in the performance of students on the grade 4 NAEP math tests between 1992 and 
2000. Gains and losses were more likely to be related to who was excluded from the NAEP than to 
the effects of high-stakes testing programs in a state. In the 1992–1996 time period, when 
participation rates were unrelated to gains and losses, the academic achievement of students may 
have even been thwarted in those states where high-stakes testing was implemented. High-stakes 
tests within states probably had a differential impact on students from racial minority and 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. 


Analysis of NAEP Grade 8 Math Scores


For each state, after high-stakes tests had been implemented, an analysis of NAEP mathematics 
achievement scores was conducted. The state of Mississippi was randomly chosen to serve as an 
example of the analysis we did on the grade 8 NAEP math tests (see Figure 5). The logic of this 
analysis rests on two assumptions. First, that high-stakes tests and other reforms were implemented 
in all grades at or around the same time, or soon after high-stakes high school graduation exams 
were implemented. Second, that such high-stakes test programs should affect learning in the 
different mathematics domains that make up the K–8 curriculum. NAEP is a test derived from the 
domains that make up the K–8 curriculum. 
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Figure 5. Mississippi – NAEP math grade 8


Mississippi implemented its 1st high school graduation exam in 1988. Assuming that the stakes 
attached to Mississippi's K–8 tests (see Table 1) were attached at or around the same time or some 
time thereafter. From 1990–1992 Mississippi data were not available. From 1992–1996 Mississippi 
gained 4 points, as did the nation. From 1996–2000 Mississippi gained 4 points, as did the nation. 
From 1990–2000 Mississippi NAEP data were not available.


All other states' trend lines and analytic comments are included in Appendix E. A summary of these 
data across all 18 states is presented as Table 9.


Table 9 
Results from the Analysis of NAEP Math Grade 8 Scores 


State Year in 
which 
students 
had to 
pass 1st 
HSGE 
to 
graduate 


1990– 
92 


Change 
in score


1990–1 
92 


Change 
in % 
excluded


1992– 
96 


Change 
in score


1992– 
96 


Change 
in % 
excluded


1996– 
00 


Change 
in score


1996– 
00 


Change 
in % 
excluded


1990– 
00 


Change 
in score


1990–00 


Change 
in % 
excluded


Overall 
Effects 


Alabama 1985 –6 –2% 0 +4% +2 –4% –4 –2% Negative
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Florida 1979 –1 n/a 0 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a Negative


Georgia 1984 –5 0% –1 +4% 0 –2% –6 +2% Negative


Indiana 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Louisiana 1991 –1 –2% –2 +4% +3 –2% 0 0 Neutral


Maryland 1987 –1 –2% +1 +4% +2 +2% +2 +4% Positive


Minnesota 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Mississippi 1989 0 n/a 0 +2% n/a n/a n/a n/a Neutral


Nevada 1981 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


New Jersey 1984 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


New 
Mexico


1990 –2 –3% –2 +5% –6 +2% –10 +4% Negative


New York 1985 0 0% 0 +2% +2 +3% +2 +5% Positive


North 
Carolina


1980 +3 –2% +6 +3% +8 +8% +17 +9% Positive


Ohio 1994 –1 –1% +3.5 n/a +3.5 n/a +6 +2% Positive


South 
Carolina


1990 n/a n/a –4 +2% +2 –1% n/a n/a Negative


Tennessee 1986 n/a n/a +1 +1% –4 –1% n/a n/a Negative


Texas 1987 +2 –1% +1 +4% +1 –1% +4 +2% Positive


Virginia 1986 –2 –2% –2 +4% +3 +1% –1 +3% Negative
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The time period 1990–1992. Table 9 reveals that, in comparison to the nation as a whole, states that 
implemented high-stakes tests one or more years before 1992 posted losses 4 times more often than 
gains on the 1990–1992 grade 8 NAEP math tests. Compared to the nation, two states posted gains, 
eight states posted losses, and two states posted no change. Over this time period gains on the NAEP 
tests were posted by 17% of the states with high-stakes tests. These gains and losses were "real" 
given that the states' 1990–1992 changes in score were unrelated (r = 0) to the states' 1990–1992 
exclusion rates. 


The time period 1992–1996. Table 9 also reveals that states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or 
more years before 1996 were as likely to post gains as losses on the 1992–1996 grade 8 NAEP math 
tests. Five states posted gains, five states posted losses, and four states posted no changes as 
compared to the nation. Thus, from 1992–1996 only 36% of the states with high-stakes tests posted 
gains. These gains and losses were "real" given that the states' 1992–1996 changes in score were 
unrelated (r = 0) to the states' 1992–1996 exclusion rates.


The time period 1996–2000. Looking at the grade 8 NAEP math tests over the 1996–2000 time 
period we see that states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or more years before 2000 posted 
gains 4.5 times more often than losses. Nine states posted gains, two states posted losses, and one 
state posted no changes, as compared to the nation. Thus, in the time period from 1996–2000 gains 
were posted by 75% of the states with high-stakes tests, but those NAEP scores were related to 
whether exclusion rates increased or decreased over the same time period, raising some uncertainty 
about the authenticity of these gains. Gains and losses during this time period must be considered 
partly artificial given that the states' 1996–2000 changes in score were positively related (r = 0.35) to 
the states' 1996–2000 exclusion rates.


The time period 1990–2000. Looking over the long term, states that implemented high-stakes tests 
one or more years before 2000 posted gains 1.3 times more often than losses on the 1990–2000 
grade 8 NAEP math tests. Five states posted gains, four states posted losses, and one state posted no 
changes as compared to the nation. These gains and losses were partly artificial, however, given that 
the states' 1996–2000 changes in score were substantially related (r = 0.53) to the states' 1990–2000 
exclusion rates.


Overall, across the years for which data were available, the states that had implemented high-stakes 
tests displayed negative effects 1.4 times more often than positive effects. Five states displayed 
positive effects, seven states displayed negative effects, and two states displayed neutral effects. 
Another way of interpreting these data is that 36% of the states with high-stakes tests posted positive 
effects from 1990–2000 on the grade 8 NAEP math examinations, while losses were posted by 50% 
of the states with high-stakes tests over this same time period. These gains and losses were partly 
artificial, however, given that the overall positive or negative changes in score were related to 
overall exclusion rates.


In short, there is no compelling evidence that high-stakes testing policies have improved the 
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performance of students on the grade 8 NAEP math tests. Gains were more related to who was 
excluded from the NAEP than to whether there were high-stakes tests being used or not. If anything, 
the weight of the evidence suggests that high-stakes tests thwarted the academic achievement of 
students in these states.


Analysis of the Grade 4 NAEP Reading Scores


For each state, after high-stakes tests had been implemented, an analysis of NAEP reading 
achievement scores was conducted. The state of Virginia was randomly chosen to serve as an 
example of the analysis we did on the grade 4 NAEP reading tests (see Figure 6). The logic of this 
analysis rests on two assumptions. First, that high-stakes tests and other reforms were implemented 
in all grades at or around the same time, or soon after high-stakes high school graduation exams 
were implemented. Second, that such high-stakes test programs should affect learning in the 
different domains of reading that make up the K–4 curricula. NAEP is a test derived from the 
various domains that constitute the K–4 reading curriculum. 


 


Figure 6. Virginia – NAEP reading grade 4


Virginia implemented its 1st high school graduation exam around 1981. Assuming that the stakes 
attached to Virginia's K–8 tests (see Table 1) were attached at or around the same time or some time 
thereafter 1) From 1992–1994 Virginia lost 5 points to the nation; 2) From 1994–1998 Virginia 
gained 2 points on the nation; 3) From 1992–1998 Virginia lost 3 points to the nation. Trend lines 
and analytic comments for all other states are included in Appendix F. A summary of these data 
across all 18 states is presented as Table 10. 
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Table 10 
Results from the analysis of NAEP reading grade 4 scores


State Year in 
which 
students 
had to 
pass 1st 
HSGE to 
graduate 


1992–94 


Change 
in score


1992–94 


Change 
in % 
excluded


1994–98 


Change 
in score


1994–98 


Change 
in % 
excluded


1992–98 


Change 
in score


1992–98 


Change 
in % 
excluded


Overall 
Effects 


Alabama 1985 +4 –1% 0 +4% +4 +3% Positive


Florida 1979 0 +1% –1 –1% –1 0% Negative


Georgia 1984 –2 0% 0 +2% –2 +2% Negative


Indiana 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Louisiana 1991 –4 +2% +4 +7% 0 +9% Neutral


Maryland 1987 +2 0% +2 +3% +4 +3% Positive


Minnesota 2000 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


Mississippi 1989 +6 +1% –1 –2% +5 –1% Positive


Nevada 1981 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


New Jersey 1984 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


New Mexico 1990 –3 0% –2 +3% –5 +3% Negative


New York 1985 0 +2% +1 0% +1 +2% Positive


North 
Carolina


1980 +5 +1% 0 +6% +5 +7% Positive
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Ohio 1994 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a


South 
Carolina


1990 –4 +1% +4 +5% 0 +6% Neutral


Tennessee 1986 +4 +1% –4 –1% 0 0% Neutral


Texas 1987 +2 +3% +2 +3% +4 +6% Positive


Virginia 1986 –5 +1% +2 +2% –3 +3% Negative


The time period 1992–1994. We note in Table 10 that on the grade 4 reading test, during the time 
period 1992–1994, states that implemented high-stakes tests 1 or more years before 1994 posted 
gains 1.2 times more often than losses, in comparison to the nation. Compared to national trends six 
states posted gains, five states posted losses, and two states posted no changes at all. Thus, only 46% 
of the states with high-stakes tests posted gains from 1992–1994. These gains and losses were "real" 
given that the states' changes in score for the time period 1992–1994 were virtually unrelated (r = –
0.10) to the states' exclusion rates.


The time period 1994–1998. Table 10 also reveals that those states implementing high-stakes tests 1 
or more years before 1998 posted gains 1.5 times more often than losses when compared to national 
trends. Six states posted gains, four states posted losses, and three states posted no changes when 
compared to the national trends. Thus, only 46% of the states with high-stakes tests from 1994–1998 
posted gains. These gains and losses were partly artificial, however, given that the states' 1994–1998 
changes in score were strongly correlated (r = 0.63) to the states' 1994–1998 exclusion rates.


The time period 1992–1998. Table 10 also informs us that states implementing high-stakes tests 1 or 
more years before 1998 posted gains 1.5 times more often than losses in comparison to the national 
trends during the time period 1992–1998. Six states posted gains, four states posted losses, and three 
states posted no changes in comparison to national trends. Thus, only 46% of the states with high-
stakes tests posted positive effects from 1992–1998 on the NAEP grade 4 reading test. The gains 
and losses may be considered "real" given that the states' 1992–1998 changes in score were virtually 
unrelated (r = 0.11) to the states' changes in 1992–1998 exclusion rates.


In short, in comparison to the national trends, high-stakes tests did not improve the learning of 
students as judged by their performance on the NAEP grade 4 reading test. This was clearest in the 
time periods from 1992–1994 and from 1992–1998. The learning effects over these years were 
unrelated to the rates by which students were excluded from the NAEP. We note, however, that in 
1998 75% of the states with high-stakes tests had 1998 exclusion rates that were higher than the 
nation. Given the typical positive (and substantial) correlation between increased exclusion rates and 
increased NAEP scores, states' gains and losses in score need to be carefully evaluated. If anything, 
in comparison to national trends, the academic achievement of students in states with high-stakes 
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testing policies seemed to be lower, particularly for students from minority backgrounds.


NAEP Cohort Analyses


Another way of investigating growth in achievement on measures other than states' high-stakes tests 
is to look at each state's cohort trends on the NAEP.(Note 122) The NAEP analyses preceding this 
section gauged the achievement trends of different samples of students over time, for example, 4th 
graders in one year compared to a different group of 4th graders a few years later. There is a slight 
weakness with this approach because we must compare students in one year with a different set of 
students a few years later. We are unable to control for differences between the different groups or 
cohorts of students.(Note 123) To compensate for this we did a cohort analysis, an analysis of the 
growth in achievement made by "similar" groups of students over time. 


This is possible because NAEP uses random samples of students. Thus the 4th graders in 1996 
should be representative of the same population of 8th graders tested four years later. Random 
sampling techniques made the groups of students similar enough so that the achievement effects 
made by the "same" (statistically the same) students can be tracked over time.(Note 124) Analyzing 
cohort trends in the 18 states with high-stakes tests helped assess the degree to which students 
increased in achievement as they progressed through school systems that were exerting more 
pressures for school improvement, including the use of high-stakes tests. We examined the growth 
of these students by tracking the relative changes in math achievement of 4th graders in 1996 to 8th 
graders in 2000, and by looking at the reading achievement of 4th graders in 1994 to that of 8th 
graders in 1998. The changes we record for each state are all relative to the national trends on the 
respective NAEP tests.


Cohort Analysis of NAEP Mathematics Scores: Grade 4 (1996) to 
Grade 8 (2000)


The state of New York was randomly chosen to serve as an example of the analysis we did for the 
NAEP mathematics cohort over the years 1996 to 2000 (see Figure 7). The logic of this analysis 
rests on the same two assumptions as previous NAEP analyses. First, that high-stakes tests and other 
reforms were implemented in all grades at or around the same time, or soon after high-stakes high 
school graduation exams were implemented. Second, that such high-stakes test programs should 
affect learning in the different domains of mathematics from which NAEP is derived. 
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Figure 7. New York by cohort: NAEP math grade 4 1996 to grade 8 2000


New York implemented its 1st high school graduation exam around 1981. Assuming that the stakes 
attached to New York's K–8 tests (see Table 1) were attached at or around the same time or some 
time thereafter, from 4th grade in 1996 to 8th grade in 2000 New York gained 1 point on the nation. 
Trend lines and analytic comments for all other states are included in Appendix G. A summary of 
these data across all 18 states is presented as Table 11.


Table 11 
Results from the Analysis of NAEP Math Cohort Trends 


State Year in which students 
had to pass 1st HSGE 
to graduate 


Change in score 
from grade 4 1996 
to grade 8 2000 


Change in % excluded 
from grade 4 1996 to 
grade 8 2000 


Overall Effects 
1996–00 


Alabama 1985 –2 –2% Negative


Florida 1979 n/a n/a n/a


Georgia 1984 –2 –1% Negative
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Indiana 2000 n/a n/a n/a


Louisiana 1991 –2 –3% Negative


Maryland 1987 +4 +2% Positive


Minnesota 2000 n/a n/a n/a


Mississippi 1989 –6 0% Negative


Nevada 1981 –1 0% Negative


New Jersey 1984 n/a n/a n/a


New Mexico 1990 –6 –1% Negative


New York 1985 +1 +4% Positive


North Carolina 1980 +4 +6% Positive


Ohio 1994 n/a n/a n/a


South Carolina 1990 +1 0% Positive


Tennessee 1986 –8 –2% Negative


Texas 1987 –6 –1% Negative


Virginia 1986 +3 +2% Positive
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The 1996–2000 cohort. From 1996 to 2000 cohorts of students moving from 4th to 8th grade in 
states that had implemented high-stakes tests in the years before 2000 posted losses 1.6 times more 
often than gains. In comparison to the national trends five states posted gains, and eight states posted 
losses. Said differently, in comparison to the nation, 62% of the states with high-stakes tests posted 
losses as their students moved from the 4th grade 1996 NAEP to the 8th grade 2000 NAEP. These 
gains and losses, however, were partly artificial because gains and losses in score for the cohorts in 
the various states were strongly correlated (r = 0.70) with overall exclusion rates. This cohort 
analysis finds no evidence of gains in general learning as a result of high-stakes testing policies.


Cohort Analysis of NAEP Reading Scores: Grade 4 (1994) to Grade 8 
(1998)


The state of Tennessee was randomly chosen to serve as an example of the analysis we did for 
NAEP reading cohort over the years 1994 to 1998 (see Figure 8). The logic of this analysis rests on 
the same two assumptions made in the previous NAEP analyses. First, that high-stakes tests and 
other reforms were implemented in all grades at or around the same time, or soon after high-stakes 
high school graduation exams were implemented. Second, that such high-stakes test programs 
should affect learning in the different domains of reading from which NAEP is derived. 


 


Figure 8. Tennessee by cohort: NAEP reading grade 4 1994 to grade 8 1998


Tennessee implemented its 1st high school graduation exam in 1982. Assuming that the stakes 
attached to Tennessee's K–8 tests (see Table 1) were attached at or around the same time or some 
time thereafter, from 4th grade in 1994 to 8th grade in 1998 Tennessee lost 3 points to the nation. 
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Trend lines and analytic comments for all other states are included in Appendix H. A summary of 
these data across all 18 states is presented as Table 12.


Table 12 
Results from the Analysis of NAEP Reading Cohort Trends 


State Year in which students 
had to pass 1st HSGE 
to graduate 


Change in score 
from grade 4 1994 
to grade 8 1998 


Change in % excluded 
from grade 4 1994 to 
grade 8 1998 


Overall 
Effects  
1994–98 


Alabama 1985 –2 +5% Negative


Florida 1979 –1 –2% Negative


Georgia 1984 +1 +4% Positive


Indiana 2000 n/a n/a n/a


Louisiana 1991 +6 +6% Positive


Maryland 1987 +3 +3% Positive


Minnesota 2000 n/a n/a n/a


Mississippi 1989 –20 +4% Negative


Nevada 1981 n/a n/a n/a


New Jersey 1984 n/a n/a n/a


New Mexico 1990 +4 +2% Positive


New York 1985 +5 +4% Positive


North Carolina 1980 +1 +7% Positive


Ohio 1994 n/a n/a n/a
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South Carolina 1990 +3 +2% Positive


Tennessee 1986 –3 +1% Negative


Texas 1987 +1 –1% Positive


Virginia 1986 +4 +3% Positive


   


The 1994–1998 cohort. In comparison to national trends, cohorts of students in states that 
implemented high-stakes tests in the years before 1998 posted gains 2.3 times more often than losses 
from the 4th to the 8th grade on the 1994 and the 1998 NAEP reading exams. Nine states posted 
gains, and four states posted losses. These gains and losses were "real" given that gains and losses in 
score were unrelated (r = 0) to overall exclusion rates.


Thus far in these analyses this is the only example we found of gains in achievement on a transfer 
measure that meet criteria of acceptability. As their students moved from the 4th grade in 1994 to 
the 8th grade in 1998, 69% of the states with high-stakes tests posted gains on the NAEP reading 
tests. Since these gains and losses were unrelated to increases and decreases in exclusion rates they 
appear to be "real" effects. To put these gains in context we note that in the states that showed 
increases in scores from 1994 to 1998, the average gain was 52 points. By any metric a 52-point 
gain is sizeable. But when these gains are compared to the national trends over the same time period, 
as shown in table12, we see that the gains in the states with high-stakes testing policies was, on 
average, only 3 points over the national trend. On the other hand, although fewer in number, the 
states that posted losses in comparison to the nation fell an average of 6.5 points. This figure is 
skewed, however, by the fact that Mississippi lost 20 points more than the nation did on the 4th to 
8th grade reading NAEP from 1994-1998. In sum, these gains in the reading scores in states with 
high-stakes testing policies seem real but modest given the losses shown by other states with high-
stakes testing policies. 


Advanced Placement (AP) Data Analysis


The Advanced Placement (AP) program offers high school students opportunities to take college 
courses in a variety of subjects and receive credits before actually entering college. We used the AP 
data(Note 125) as another indicator of the effects of high-stakes high school graduation exams on 
the general learning and motivation of high school students. Using the AP exams as transfer 
measures and the AP participation rates as indicators of increased student preparation and 
motivation for college, we could inquire whether, in fact, high school graduation exams increased 
learning in the knowledge domains that are the intended targets of high-stakes testing programs. 


http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/ (58 of 83) [11/3/2008 1:16:01 PM]







EPAA Vol. 10 No. 18 Amrein & Berliner: High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning


The participation rates and rates by which students passed AP exams that are used in the following 
analyses were calculated by the College Board,(Note 126) administrators of the AP program. Gains 
or losses were assessed after the most recent year in which a new high school graduation exam was 
implemented or after 1995 – the first year for which these AP data were available.


Table 13 presents for each state the percentages of students who passed AP examinations with a 
grade of 3 or better after high school graduation exams were implemented. As we worked, however, 
it became apparent that fluctuations in participation rates were related (r = –0.30) to the percent of 
students passing AP exams with a grade 3 or better. If participation rates in a state decreased, the 
percent of students who passed AP exams usually increased and vice versa. To judge the effect of 
this interaction, and in comparison to the nation, the percent change in students who passed the AP 
examination is presented along with the percent change in students who participated in AP exams 
during the time period 1995–2000. If an increase in one corresponded to a decrease in the other, 
caution in making judgments about the effects is required.


North Carolina was randomly chosen from the states we examine to be the example for the AP 
analysis. That data is presented in Figure 9. Trend lines and analytic comments for all other states 
are included in Appendix I and summarized in Table 13.


 


Figure 9. North Carolina: Percent passing AP examinations


North Carolina's 1st high school graduation exam first affected the class of 1980. North Carolina's 
second exam first affected the class of 1998. From 1995–2000 North Carolina lost 7.7 percentage 
points to the nation. From 1997–1998 North Carolina gained .5 percentage points on the nation. 
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From 1997–2000 North Carolina lost 1.3 percentage points to the nation.


Table 13 
Results from the Analysis of AP Scores and Participation Rates


State Year in which 
students had to pass 
1st HSGE to 
graduate 


Change in % of 
students passing AP 
exams 1995–2000 as 
compared to the 
nation* 


Change in % of 
students taking AP 
exams 1995–2000 as 
compared to the 
nation* 


Overall 
Effects 


Alabama 1985 +9.6% –6.5% Positive


Florida 1979 +3.9% –0.5% Positive


Georgia 1984 +6.8% –1.4% Positive


Indiana 2000 +1.9% –0.4% Positive


Louisiana 1991 +2.6% –4.4% Positive


Maryland 1987 +0.5% +2.3% Positive


Minnesota 2000 +0.6% –1.6% Positive


Mississippi 1989 –2.4% –4.6% Negative


Nevada 1981 +3.2% –2.7% Positive


New Jersey 1985 +1.7% +2.0% Positive


New Mexico 1990 –4.1% –1.6% Negative


New York 1985 +7.7% +3.9% Positive


North Carolina 1980 –7.7% +0.9% Negative


Ohio 1994 –3.3% –2.6% Negative
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South Carolina 1990 –9.8% –3.7% Negative


Tennessee 1986 +5.8% –1.8% Positive


Texas 1987 –10.5% +5.1% Negative


Virginia 1986 –1.6% +3.9% Negative


*(Indiana and Minnesota, 1999–2000) 


   


The time period 1995–2000. In comparison to national trends from 1995–2000, students in states 
with high school graduation exams posted gains 1.6 times more than losses in the percentage of 
students passing AP exams with a score of 3 or better. Eleven states posted gains, and seven states 
posted losses. These gains and losses were partly artificial, however, given that gains and losses in 
the percentage of students passing AP exams were negatively correlated (r = –0.30) with the rate in 
which students participated in the AP program. The greater the percentage of students who 
participated in the AP program, the lower the percentage of students passing AP exams, and vice 
versa.


Compared to the national average participation rates fell in 67% of the states with high school 
graduation exams since 1995 (and since 1999 for Indiana and Minnesota). In comparison to the 
nation participation rates increased in six states and decreased in twelve states in the time period 
from 1995–2000.


Overall, 61% of the states with high-stakes tests posted gains in the rate by which students passed 
AP exams with a grade of 3 or better from 1995–2000 (1999–2000 in Indiana and Minnesota). But 
those increases and decreases in the percent passing AP exams were negatively correlated (r = –
0.30) to whether participation rates increased or decreased at the same time. If we look at only those 
states where the participation rates did not seem to influence the percent passing AP exams(Note 
127) as the overall correlation suggests it typically does, only Maryland (+), Mississippi (–), New 
Jersey (+), New Mexico (–), New York (+), Ohio (–), and South Carolina (–) posted "true" effects, 
57% of which were negative.


The special case of Texas. Texas, as has been mentioned, received attention as one of two states in 
which high-stakes tests purportedly improve achievement. Dramatic gains in the rates of students 
enrolled in AP courses were among several state indicators of achievement provided by the state in 
support of their academic gains. But another educational policy was put into effect around the same 
time as the high-stakes testing program was implemented in that state.(Note 128) The Texas state 
legislature substantially reduced the cost of taking AP courses and the accompanying exams.(Note 
129) This highly targeted policy may have helped increase enrollments in AP courses in Texas much 
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more than their high-stakes testing program. So the substantial drop in the percent passing the test is 
difficult to assess since many more students took the AP tests. As we have seen, as a greater 
percentage of students in a state take the test the scores go down, and as a smaller percentage of 
students take the test scores go up. Inferences about the meaning of test scores become more 
uncertain when participation rates are not steady from one testing year to another.


In conclusion, when we use the national data on AP exams as a comparison for state AP data, and 
we use the percent of students passing the various AP exams as an indicator of learning in the 
domains of interest, we find no evidence of improvement associated with high-stakes high school 
graduation exams. When controlling for participation rates there even appeared to be a slight 
decrease in the percent of students who passed AP examinations. Further, in the states under study, 
high-stakes high school graduation exams did not result in an increase in the numbers of students 
preparing to go to college, as indicated by the percent of students who participated in AP programs 
from 1995–2000. 


Conclusion


If we assume that the ACT, SAT, NAEP and AP tests are reasonable measures of the domains that a 
state's high-stakes testing program is intended to affect, then we have little evidence at the present 
time that such programs work. Although states may demonstrate increases in scores on their own 
high-stakes tests, transfer of learning is not a typical outcome of their high-stakes testing policy. 


The ACT data. Sixty-seven percent of the states that use high school graduation exams posted 
decreases in ACT performance after high school graduation exams were implemented. These 
decreases were unrelated to whether participation rates increased or decreased at the same time. On 
average, as measured by the ACT, college-bound students in states with high school graduation 
exams decreased in levels of academic achievement. Moreover, participation rates in ACT testing, 
as compared to the nation, increased in nine states, decreased in six states, and stayed the same in 
three states. If participation rates in the ACT program serve as an indicator of motivation to attend 
college, then there is scant support for the belief that high-stakes testing policies within a state have 
such an impact.


The SAT data. Fifty six percent of the states that use high-stakes high school graduation exams 
posted decreases in SAT performance after those exams were implemented. However, these 
decreases were slightly related to whether SAT participation rates increased or decreased over the 
same time period. Thus, there is no reliable evidence of high-stakes high school graduation exams 
improving the performance of students who take the SAT. Gains and losses in SAT scores are more 
strongly correlated to who participates in the SAT than to the implementation of high school 
graduation exams. Moreover, SAT participation rates, as compared to the nation, fell in 61% of the 
states with high school graduation exams. If these participation rates serve as an indicator for testing 
the belief that high-stakes testing policies will prepare more students or motivate more students to 
attend college, then there is scant support for such beliefs. Students did not participate in the SAT 
testing program at greater rates after high-stakes high school graduation exams were implemented.


The NAEP mathematics data. High-stakes testing policies did not usually improve the performance 
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of students on the grade 4 NAEP math tests. Gains and losses were more related to who was 
excluded from the NAEP than the effects of high-stakes testing programs in a state. However, 
during the 1992–1996 time period, when exclusion rates were unrelated to gains and losses in 
scores, mathematics achievement decreased for students in states where high-stakes testing had been 
implemented. High-stakes testing policies did not consistently improve the performance of students 
on the grade 8 NAEP math tests. Gains were more strongly correlated to who was excluded from the 
NAEP than to whether or not high-stakes tests were used. If anything, the weight of the evidence 
suggests that students from states with high-stakes tests did not achieve as well on the grade 8 
NAEP mathematics tests as students in other states.


The NAEP reading data. High-stakes testing policies did not consistently improve the general 
learning and competencies of students in reading as judged by their performance on the NAEP grade 
4 reading test. This was clearest in the time periods from 1992–1994 and over the time span of from 
1992–1998. The learning effects over these years were unrelated to the rates by which students were 
excluded from the NAEP. By 1998, however, 75% of the states with high-stakes tests had exclusion 
rates higher than the national average. These exclusionary policies were probably the reason for the 
apparent increases in achievement in several states. As the NAEP tests become more important in 
our national debates about school success and failure the effects of the Heisenberg Uncertainty 
Principle, as applied to the social sciences, seems to be evident. When these exclusion rates are 
taken into account, in comparison to national trends, the reading achievement of students in states 
with high-stakes testing policies appeared lower, particularly for students from minority 
backgrounds.


The NAEP cohort data. Sixty-two percent of the states with high-stakes tests posted losses on the 
NAEP mathematics exams as a cohort of their students moved from the 4th grade in 1996 to the 8th 
grade in the year 2000. These gains and losses, however, must be considered artificial to some 
extent because of the very strong relationship of overall exclusion rates to the gains and losses that 
were recorded. This cohort analysis finds no evidence of gains in general mathematics knowledge 
and skills as a result of high-stakes testing policies.


For the cohort of students moving from the 4th to the 8th grade and taking the 1994 and the 1998 
NAEP reading exams, gains in scores were posted 2.3 times more often than losses in the states with 
high-stakes testing policies. Nine states (69%) posted gains, and four states (31%) posted losses. 
These gains and losses were "real" given that gains and losses in score were unrelated to overall 
NAEP exclusion rates. While not reflecting unequivocal support for high-stakes testing policies, this 
is the one case of gains in achievement on a transfer measure among the many analyses we did for 
this report. It is also true that over this time period many reading curriculum initiatives were being 
implemented throughout the country, as reading debates became heated and sparked controversy. 
Because of that it is not easy to attribute the gains made for the NAEP reading cohort to high-stakes 
testing policies. Our guess is that the reading initiatives and the high-stakes testing polices are 
entangled in ways that make it impossible to learn about their independent effects.


The AP data. High-stakes high school graduation exams do not improve achievement as indicated 
by the percent of students passing the various AP exams. When participation rates were controlled 
there was a decrease in the percent of students who passed AP examinations. Further, in the states 
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with high-stakes high school graduation exams there was no increase in the numbers of students 
preparing to go to college, as indicated by the percent of students who chose to participate in AP 
programs from 1995–2000.


Final thoughts


. What shall we make of all this? At the present time, there is no compelling evidence from a set of 
states with high-stakes testing policies that those policies result in transfer to the broader domains of 
knowledge and skill for which high-stakes test scores must be indicators. Because of this, the high-
stakes tests being used today do not, as a general rule, appear valid as indicators of genuine learning, 
of the types of learning that approach the American ideal of what an educated person knows and can 
do. Moreover, as predicted by the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, data from high-stakes testing 
programs too often appear distorted and corrupted. 


Both the uncertainty associated with high-stakes testing data, and the questionable validity of high-
stakes tests as indicators of the domains they are intended to reflect, suggest that this is a failed 
policy initiative. High-stakes testing policies are not now and may never be policies that will 
accomplish what they intend. Could the hundreds of millions of dollars and the billions of person 
hours spent in these programs be used more wisely? Furthermore, if failure in attaining the goals for 
which the policy was created results in disproportionate negative affects on the life chances of 
America's poor and minority students, as it appears to do, then a high-stakes testing policy is more 
than a benign error in political judgment. It is an error in policy that results in structural and 
institutional mechanisms that discriminate against all of America's poor and many of America's 
minority students. It is now time to debate high-stakes testing policies more thoroughly and seek to 
change them if they do not do what was intended and have some unintended negative consequences, 
as well. 


Notes


1. Haladyna, Nolen, & Haas, 1991.


2. Figlio & Lucas, 2000.


3. Kreitzer, Madaus, & Haney, 1989.


4. Bracey, 1995; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; and Kreitzer, Madaus, & Haney, 1989.


5. Linn, 2000 and Serow, 1984.


6. U.S. Department of Education, 1983 and Bracey, 1995.


7. U.S. Department of Education, 1983.


http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/ (64 of 83) [11/3/2008 1:16:01 PM]







EPAA Vol. 10 No. 18 Amrein & Berliner: High-Stakes Testing, Uncertainty, and Student Learning


8. Berliner & Biddle, 1995.


9. Quality Counts, 2001.


10. McNeil, 2000; Orfield & Kornhaber, 2001; Paris, 2000; Sacks, 1999; and Sheldon & Biddle, 
1998.


11. Madaus & Clarke, 2001 and Campbell, 1975. 


12. All of the following statistics come from extensive interviews conducted with knowledgeable 
testing personnel throughout the United States, and Quality Counts, 2001.


13. Administrative bonuses, 2001.


14. Neufeld, 2000.


15. Folmar, 2001.


16. Commission on Instructionally Supportive Testing, 2001.


17. California, Delaware, Michigan, Missouri, Nevada, and Ohio give scholarships to students for 
high performance on state mandated exams. See Quality Counts, 2001.


18. Durbin, 2001 and Ross, 2001.


19. Thanks to Professor J. Ryan, Arizona State University, for suggesting we investigate this story.


20. National Governor's Association, 2000; "Civil rights coalition," 2000; and "Using tobacco 
settlement revenues," 1999.


21. Heller, 1999. See also Durbin, 2001; Ross, 2001; and Swope & Miner, 2000. 


22. "Civil rights coalition," 2000.


23. Heller, 1999.


24. Delaware, Ohio, South Carolina, and Texas have plans to promote students using test scores by 
the year 2003. Interview data and Quality Counts, 2001.


25. Florida implemented its first minimum competency test for the class of 1979, North Carolina 
implemented its first minimum competency test for the class of 1980, and Nevada implemented its 
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first minimum competency test for the class of 1981.


26. U.S. Department of Education, 1983. 


27. States that currently use high school graduation exams to grant or withhold diplomas are 
Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nevada, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and 
Virginia. Hawaii used a test until 1999 and has plans to implement a different exam in 2007.


28. States that are developing high school exit exams are Alaska, Arizona, California, Delaware, 
Hawaii, Massachusetts, Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin.


29. Data illustrated in this chart were collected through telephone interviews and cross-checked with 
information provided in Quality Counts, 2001. States are counted the year the first graduating class 
was (or will be) affected by the state's first high school high-stakes graduation exam. For example, 
since the class of 1987 was the first class that had to pass the TEAMS in Texas, Texas was defined 
as a state with a high school exit exam in 1987. 


30. Percentages were calculated using 1997 National Center for Education Statistics finance data 
available: http://nces.ed.gov/. . Data were adjusted for cost of living.


31. See Elazar's classification of state's governmental traditions of centralism and localism in Elazar, 
1984. Hawaii and Alaska were not included in his analyses so were not included in these 
calculations.


32. These numbers were calculated using 2000 Census Bureau data available: http://www.census.
gov/. 


33. Ibid.


34. In the West, Nevada has a high school graduation exam and Alaska, California, Utah, and 
Washington have exams in progress (5/10 western states).


35. These numbers were calculated using 1999 Census Bureau data available: http://www.census.
gov/. 


36. New Mexico, Louisiana, California, Mississippi, New York, Alabama, Texas, Arizona, Georgia, 
South Carolina and Florida are among the 16 states with the highest degrees of poverty that have or 
have plans to implement high school graduation exams. For child poverty levels see 2001 Kids 
Count Data Online available: http://www.aecf.org/kidscount/kc2001/. 


37. Ohanian, 1999.
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38. Goodson & Foote, 2001.


39. McNeil, 2000.


40. Clarke, Haney, & Madaus, 2000.


41. The most influential research we found that substantiated the effectiveness of high-stakes testing 
policies came from Grissmer, D., Flanagan, A., Kawata, J., & Williamson, S., 2000. Using NAEP 
data, researchers in this study recommended duplicating the high-stakes testing programs in North 
Carolina and Texas, although concrete evidence that high-stakes testing programs caused the 
achievement gains noted in those states was lacking. Only a few other studies have substantiated the 
positive effects of high-stakes testing. See Carnoy, Loeb, & Smith, 2000; Muller & Schiller, 2000; 
Scheurich, Skrla, & Johson, 2000; and Schiller & Muller, 2000.


42. Sacks, 1999 and Kohn, 2000b.


43. The attachment of accountability measures to high academic standards has enjoyed a full 
measure of bipartisan support for the last decade or more. Eilperin, 2001 and Valencia, Valenzuela, 
Sloan & Foley, 2001.


44. Haney, 2001; Haney, 2000; Neill & Gayler, 1999; and Sacks, 1999. 


45. Firestone, Camilli, Yurecko, Monfils & Mayrowetz, 2000; Goodson & Foote, 2001; Haney, 
2000; Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, & Stecher, 2000; Kohn, 2000a; 
Kossan & González, 2000; Kreitzer, Madaus, & Haney, 1989; McNeil, 2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 
2001; Reardon, 1996; Sacks, 1999; Thomas & Bainbridge, 2001; and Urdan & Paris, 1994.


46. Chiu, 2000.


47. Robelen, 2000.


48. Sacks, 1999.


49. Salzer, 2000.


50. Kossan, 2000.


51. Domench, 2000.


52. Gardner, 1999, p. 16.
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53. Shorris, 2000; and Shorris, 1997.


54. "high-stakes tests," 2000.


55. Ibid.


56. Ibid.


57. Heubert & Hauser, 1999.


58. Linn, 2000, pg. 14.


59. Heubert & Hauser, 1999, pg. 75.


60. Heubert & Hauser, 1999.


61. McNeil & Valenzuela, 2001, pg. 133.


62. McNeil & Valenzuela, 2001, pg. 134.


63. Wright, (Forthcoming).


64. This listing of "stakes" is not exhaustive. For example, local school districts and local schools 
may attach additional stakes to the consequences written into state test policies.


65. In 2004, grade promotion decisions in grades 3, 5, and 8 will be contingent upon student 
performance on Georgia's new Criterion-Referenced Competency Tests. Eventually, all Georgia 
students will have to pass promotion tests at each grade level.


66. Beginning in the fall of 2000, grade promotion became contingent on grades 4 and 8 
performance on the new Louisiana Educational Assessment Program (LEAP 21) tests. Louisiana 
became the first state to retain students in grade using test scores.


67. Grade promotion in grade 8 is contingent on a combination of CTBS/5 test scores, student 
classroom performance, and classroom assessments.


68. A grade promotion "gateway" exists at grade 5. Beginning in 2002, promotion gateways will 
exist at grades 3 and 8.


69. Teachers in schools that perform poorly and are identified as low-performing by the state face 
the possibility of having to take a teacher competency test. Jones, Jones, Hardin, Chapman, 
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Yarbrough, & Davis, 1999.


70. In 2002, promotion to the 5th grade will depend on a student's 4th grade reading score on the 
Ohio Proficiency Reading Test. Plans to make more grades promotion gateways are in progress.


71. In 2002, promotion to the 5th grade will depend on a student's 4th grade test scores. Plans to 
make more grades promotion gateways are in progress.


72. In 2003 students must pass the grade 3 reading test to be promoted to the 4th grade. In 2005 
students must pass the grade 5 reading and math tests to be promoted to the 6th grade. In 2008 
students must pass the grade 8 reading and math tests to be promoted to the 9th grade.


73. The state also uses student or school test results to evaluate teachers. Georgia has similar teacher 
accountability plans underway.


74. Quality Counts, 2001.


75. Information included has been pooled from the state department web sites and multiple 
telephone interviews with state testing personnel.


76. States with an asterisk (*) do not collect the percent of students who do not graduate or receive a 
regular high school diploma because they did not meet the graduation requirement at the state level. 
Almost 50% of the states do not collect this information. For these states, a rough percent was 
calculated by taking the number of 12th graders who on their last attempt before the intended 
graduation date did not meet the graduation requirement divided by the total 12th grade enrollment 
that year.


77. This percentage does not account for students who dropped out, who enrolled in alternative or 
GED programs, or who transferred out of state.


78. Mississippi does not collect the percent of students who do not graduate or receive a regular high 
school diploma because they did not meet the graduation requirement and does not collect any data 
on the test after the test is first administered. The number of 12th graders who took, failed, or passed 
the test was therefore unavailable so rough estimates were impossible to calculate.


79. New York's graduation exam requirement consists of a series of end-of-course exams. Students 
take the end-of-course tests as early as the 7th grade or when students complete each Regents course.


80. Students in North Carolina take the competency tests only if they did not pass a series of similar, 
end-of-grade tests taken at the end of the 8th grade.


81. Mehrens, 1998.
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82. Neill & Gayler, 2001, pg. 108.


83. Fisher, 2000, pg. 2.


84. As cited in Haney, 2000. 


85. Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey & Stecher, 2000.


86. Schrag, 2000.


87. Heubert & Hauser, 1999, pg. 132.


88. NAEP data are not collected at the high school level by state. As such, NAEP scores will not be 
used as direct indicators of how high school students have been affected by high school graduation 
exams. However, if a state has a high school graduation exam in place it has appropriately been 
defined as one of the states with high-stakes written into K–12 testing policies. Accordingly, gains 
over time as compared to the nation will indicate how more general high-stakes testing policies have 
improved each state's system of education.


89. Judd, Smith, & Kidder, 1991 and Smith & Glass, 1987.


90. Fraenkel & Wallen, 2000; Glass, 1988; and Smith & Glass, 1987.


91. Information included was pooled from the state department web sites, multiple telephone 
interviews with state testing personnel, and Quality Counts, 2001. State testing personnel in all 
states but Florida and Virginia verified the information before it was included in this chart.


92. In 39% (7/18) of the high-stakes states – Georgia, Maryland, Mississippi, New York, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia – students will take end-of-course exams instead of high school 
graduation, criterion-referenced tests once they complete courses such as Algebra I, English 1, 
Physical Science, etc. ... End-of-course exams seem to be the new fad, replacing high school 
graduation exams.


93. Since the 1960s student performance on New York's Regents Exams determined the type of 
diploma students receive at graduation – a Local Diploma or a Regents Diploma.


94. The competency tests are only given to 9th graders who did not pass the end-of-grade tests at the 
end of the 8th grade.


95. In 1983 students did not have to pass the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills to receive a high 
school diploma.
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96. Glass, 1988 and Smith & Glass, 1987.


97. Glass, 1988, pg. 445–446.


98. Campbell & Stanley, 1963; Glass, 1988; and Smith & Glass, 1987.


99. From 1959 to 1989 the original version of the ACT was used. In 1989 an enhanced ACT was 
implemented but only scores back to 1986 were equated to keep scores consistent across time. This 
explains the slight jumps from 1985–1986 that will be apparent across all states. Although scores 
from 1980–1985 have not been equated, the correlation between scores from the original and 
enhanced ACT assessments is high: r =.96


100. See footnote #99 to explain the large increase illustrated from 1985–1986.


101. Smith & Glass, 1987.


102. ACT composite scores (1980–2000) were available on–line at http://www.act.org. or were 
obtained through personal communications with Jim Maxey, Assistant Vice President for Applied 
Research at ACT. We are indebted to him for providing us with these data.


103. SAT composite scores (1977–2000) were available on-line at http://www.collegeboard.com. or 
were provided by personnel at the College Board. We thank those at the College Board who helped 
us in our pursuit of these data.


104. Kohn, 2000a.


105. Trends were defined in the short term, as defined by the difference in score one year after the 
point of implementation, and in the long term, as defined by the difference in score the number of 
years from one point of intervention to the next or 2001 as compared to the nation.


106. Changes in participation rates as compared to the nation (1994–2001) are listed in parentheses.


107. Correlation coefficients represent the relationship between changes in score and changes in 
participation or exclusion rates for participating states with high-stakes tests. Only states with high-
stakes tests were included in the calculations of correlation coefficients hereafter. Coefficients were 
calculated separately from one year to the next for the years for which data and participation rates 
were available.


108. These correlation coefficients were calculated using changes in score and changes in 
participation rates for the years in which data and participation rates were available.


109. Within states colleges may change their policies regarding which tests are required of enrolling 
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students. This may affect participation and exclusion rates hereafter.


110. Changes in participation rates as compared to the nation (1991–1997 and 2000–2001) are listed 
in parentheses.


111. State NAEP composite scores (1990–2000) are available on–line at http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard. 


112. For more information on the NAEP, for example its design and methods of sampling see 
Johnson, 1992.


113. For further discussion see Neill & Gayler, 2001.


114. See Grissmer, Flanagan, Kawata, & Williamson, 2000 and Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey & 
Stecher, 2000.


115. Johnson, 1992.


116. Neill & Gayler, 2001.


117. See the NAEP website at http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard. 


118. Haney, 2000.


119. This figure represents the r-square of each correlation coefficient that was calculated by 
squaring the correlations between change in score and change in exclusion rates year to year. 


120. Changes in exclusion rates are listed next to changes in score hereafter. Scores and exclusion 
rates were calculated as compared to the nation.


121. The exclusion rate for the nation in 1990 was not available. The exclusion rate was imputed by 
calculating the average exclusion rate for all states that participated in the 1990 8th grade math 
NAEP.


122. For a similar study see Camilli, 2000. Camilli tested claims made by Grissmer et al., 2000, that 
large NAEP gains made by students from 1992 to 1996 in Texas were due to high-stakes tests. 
Camilli found, however, that the cohort of Texas students who took the NAEP math as 4th graders 
in 1992 and then again as 8th graders in 1996 were just average in gains. Camilli analyzed cohort 
gains in Texas on the NAEP 1992 and 1996 math assessment only, however. This section of the 
study will expand on Camilli's work to include all states with high-stakes tests. Further, randomly 
sampled cohorts of students who took the NAEP math as 4th graders in 1996 and as 8th graders in 
2000 and cohorts of students who took the NAEP reading as 4th graders in 1994 and as 8th graders 
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in 1998 will be examined.


123. Toenjes, Dworkin, Lorence & Hill, 2000.


124. Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey & Stecher, 2000.


125. AP data (1995–2000) were available in the AP National Summary Reports available on-line at 
http://www.collegeboard.org/ap. 


126. Participation rates were calculated by dividing the number of AP exams that were taken by 
students in the 11th and 12th grade by each state's total 11th and 12th grade population. Grades 
received on the exams were calculated by dividing the number of students who received a grade of 3 
or above, a grade of 3 being the minimum grade required to receive college credit, by the total 
number of 11th and 12th grade participants.


127. "Controlling" for participation rates was possible only in this analysis. Years for which we had 
participation rates matched the years for which we had the percentages of students who passed AP 
exams.


128. "Fisher," 2000.


129. "Advanced placement," 2000.
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Assessment and Accountability 
Robert L. Linn, University of Colorado at Boulder 


March 2000 
 
I. Research Question 
 
What features of assessment and accountability both influence the trustworthiness of information 
and the likely impact of systems on educational practices and student learning? 
 
II. Major Findings 
 
Accountability 
• The instruments utilized in high-stakes testing to measure accountability have not sufficiently 


met the demands placed upon them. 
• Assessments which are sufficient as mechanisms for monitoring lose credibility and 


dependability when used as high-stakes measurements.  
• Does holding students accountable via high-stakes tests outweigh the intended positive 


effects? 
• Corruption of indicators is a continuing problem when tests are used for accountability 
Standardization  
• Relying on a single test can lead to the distortion of instruction and inflated non-generalizable 


estimates of student gains. 
• “High-stakes accountability uses of standardized tests had undesirable effects on teaching and 


learning because they led to a narrowing of the curriculum and an over-emphasis on basic 
skills” (p. 8). 


• Multiple methods are needed for monitoring and accountability. 
• It is possible to have high standards for all students without having common standards for all 


students. 
Reform 
• Political Motivations for implementing test and assessments: 


o Inexpensive in comparison to adjusting classroom personnel or programs. 
o Can be externally mandated more easily than adjusting classroom behaviors. 
o Changes can be rapidly implemented. 
o Results are visible and can be reported to the press. 


 
III. Policy Implications 
 
Teachers and administrators are likely to exploit all avenues to increase student performance 
when related to school labels and performance pay.  Can one high-stakes assessment be immune 
to exploitation of misrepresentation? 
 
IV. Methods 
 
This article is a review and discussion of educational reform and the role of policy in tracking in 
the 1950s, accountability in the 1960s, minimum competency testing of the 1970s, school and 
district accountability of the 1980s, and the standards-based accountability systems of the 1990s 
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Assessments and Accountability 


ROBERT L. LINN 


Use of tests and assessments as key elements in five waves of edu- 
cational reform during the past 50 years are reviewed. These 
waves include the role of tests in tracking and selection empha- 
sized in the 1950s, the use of tests for program accountability in 
the 1960s, minimum competency testing programs of the 1970s, 
school and district accountability of the 1980s, and the standards- 
based accountability systems of the 1990s. Questions regarding 
the impact, validity, and generalizability of reported gains, and 
the credibility of results in high-stakes accountability uses are dis- 
cussed. Emphasis is given to three issues regarding currently 
popular accountability systems. These are (a) the role of content 
standards, (b) the dual goals of high performance standards and 
common standards for all students, and (c) the validity of 
accountability models. Some suggestions for dealing with the 
most severe limitations of accountability are provided. 


Educational Researcher, Vol. 29, No. 2, pp. 4-16 


eform seems to be a constant part of the educational 
landscape. The details change frequently. Even the 
guiding philosophies and major themes may change 


from one reform to the next. At times a new reform involves 
a major shift or pendulum swing as one ideological camp 
gains ascendance over another. Sometimes a major shift 
may be supported by a legislative mandate or by policies 
adopted by state or local boards of education. The Califor- 
nia mandates for whole language instruction and, more re- 
cently, for phonics instruction provide obvious examples. A 
more balanced approach that combines features of phonics 
and literature-based instruction along the lines articulated 
in the recently released National Research Council report 
on reading (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) would also in- 
volve a reform, albeit one that may be harder to sell as the 
simple quick fix that characterizes the rhetoric of many re- 
form efforts. 


Assessment and accountability have played prominent 
roles in many of the reform efforts during the last 50 years. 
Testing and assessment have been both the focus of contro- 
versy and the darling of policymakers (Madaus, 1985). 


There are several reasons for the great appeal of assess- 
ment to policymakers as an agent of reform. 


First, tests and assessments are relatively inexpensive. 
Compared to changes that involve increasing instructional 
time, reducing class size, attracting more able people to 
teaching, hiring teacher aides, or implementing program- 
matic changes that involve substantial professional devel- 
opment for teachers, assessment is cheap. 


Second, testing and assessment can be externally man- 
dated. It is far easier to mandate testing and assessment re- 
quirements at the state or district level than it is to take 
actions that involve actual change in what happens inside 
the classroom. 


Third, testing and assessment changes can be rapidly im- 
plemented. Importantly, new test or assessment require- 
ments can be implemented within the term of office of 
elected officials. 


Fourth, results are visible. Test results can be reported to 
the press. Poor results in the beginning are desirable for 
policymakers who want to show they have had an effect. 
Based on past experience, policymakers can reasonably ex- 
pect increases in scores in the first few years of a program 
(see, e.g., Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 1990) with or without real 
improvement in the broader achievement constructs that 
tests and assessments are intended to measure. The result- 
ing overly rosy picture that is painted by short-term gains 
observed in most new testing programs gives the impres- 
sion of improvement right on schedule for the next election. 


Of course, tests and assessments come in many different 
forms and may be used in a variety of ways in accountabil- 
ity systems intended to improve education. It is important 
to identify features of assessment and accountability sys- 
tems that both influence the trustworthiness of the infor- 
mation provided and the likely impact of the systems on ed- 
ucational practices and student learning. The purpose of 
this paper is to review some of those factors and to suggest 
a few principles that may improve the trustworthiness of 
the information and enhance the positive effects of assess- 
ment and accountability while reducing some of the unin- 
tended negative side effects. 


A review of several waves of reform since World War II 
that were based, in part, on assessment and accountability 
is provided in the next section. Salient features of assess- 
ment and accountability systems in current reform efforts 
are then discussed. Experience with the uses made in the 
past leads to some principles that are incorporated to vary- 
ing degrees in current assessment and accountability sys- 
tems. Other principles are suggested by the analysis of the 
systems that are currently in use or under development. In 
the concluding section, both sets of principles are summa- 
rized in a list of suggestions for assessment and account- 
ability systems. 


Five Decades of Assessment-Based Reform 
Since World War II there have been several waves of reform 
involving test use. Both the roles that tests play in reform ef- 
forts and sometimes the nature of the tests have changed in 
each new wave of reform. 
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The influential writings of James B. Conant in the 1950s 
(e.g., 1953) provided a rationale for "universal elementary 
education, comprehensive secondary education, and highly 
selective meritocratic higher education" (Cremin, 1989, 
p. 22). Tests were seen as important tools to support the im- 
plementation of Conant's conceptualization of the educa- 
tional system, both for purposes of selecting students for 
higher education and for identifying students for gifted 
programs within comprehensive high schools. In Conant's 
view, comprehensive high schools should provide students 
with a common core, but should also have differentiated 
programs. Indeed, as Cremin (1989) has noted, Conant be- 
lieved that the preservation of "quality of education for the 
academically talented in comprehensive high schools" was 
a central problem for American education. 


This vision of differentiated tracks within comprehensive 
high schools differs sharply from the current rhetoric of com- 
mon high standards for all students. The current reality, how- 
ever, is more congruent with the notion of differentiated 
tracks than it is with the current rhetoric. The difference be- 
tween our rhetoric and the reality of differentiation in in- 
structional offerings was highlighted a decade ago in The Un- 
derachieving Curriculum (McKnight et al., 1987), where results 
from the Second International Mathematics Study (SIMS) 
were used to assess U.S. school mathematics curricula and 
performance. The Underachieving Curriculum documented 
that four quite different types of mathematics classes-called 
remedial, typical, enriched, and algebra classes-were 
prevalent in the U.S. What was taught and what was learned 
varied dramatically as a function of class type. 


Corresponding to the great variation in class type was the 
finding in SIMS that the class component of variance ac- 
counted for almost half of the total variability in perfor- 
mance in the U.S., whereas the class component accounted 
for a much smaller fraction of the total variability in most 
other countries. 


Recent reports based on the Third International Mathe- 
matics and Science Study (TIMSS) (Schmidt & McKnight, 
1998) show that tracking in mathematics is still the norm by 
the eighth grade. The TIMSS analyses showed that almost 
75% of the eighth-grade students were in schools that offered 
two or more distinct types of mathematics classes (Schmidt 
& McKnight). The corresponding percentages for Canada, 
England, and Germany ranged from about 10% to 20% while 
those for France, Korea, and Japan were between 0% and 1%. 


Contrary to some common assumptions, the between- 
school variance component for the U.S., while slightly 
larger than that for Japan and Korea, is actually somewhat 
smaller than it is in a number of countries (e.g., Canada, 
England, France), substantially so in the case of Germany. 
The class component was not estimated for the other coun- 
tries, but since most schools in the other countries have only 
one type of mathematics class at age 13, one would expect 
the class component to be relatively small in the compari- 
son countries. In the U.S., however, tracking results in a 
between-class component within schools that is larger than 
the between-school component. 


A question that is unanswered is how much would the 
variance be reduced in the U.S. if tracking were eliminated 
at this age level in mathematics? 


Elementary and Secondary Education Act 


The tracking evident in Grade 8 is, of course, a reflection of 
differences in earlier educational experiences and achieve- 


ment of students. Indeed, differences in achievement are 
evident when children begin first grade and increase with 
grade level. In recognition of the large disparities in educa- 
tional opportunities and in student performance, consider- 
able attention was focused on compensatory education in 
the mid-1960s. The Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA) of 1965 put in place the largest and most en- 
during of these federal efforts. 


The congressional demands for evaluation and account- 
ability for the funds distributed under Title I of ESEA as well 
as several other programs of that era proved to be a boon to 
test publishers. The testing demands of the Title I Evaluation 
and Reporting System (TIERS) (Tallmadge & Wood, 1981) 
contributed to a substantial expansion in the use of norm- 
referenced tests. Rather than administering tests once a year 
in selected grades, TIERS encouraged the administration of 
tests in both the fall and the spring for Title I students in order 
to evaluate the progress of students participating in the pro- 
gram. Although little use was made of the aggregate test re- 
sults, these TIERS requirements relieved the pressure from 
demands for accountability for this major federal program. 


In addition to increasing the use of standardized tests, 
TIERS led to a new reporting scale, the Normal Curve 
Equivalent (NCE). NCEs are simply normalized standard 
scores with a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 21.06, 
which happens to be the standard deviation that makes 
NCEs coincide with National Percentile ranks at three 
points, namely 1. 50, and 99. 


Nationally aggregated results for Title I students in Grades 
2 through 6 showed radically different patterns of gain for 
programs that reported results on different testing cycles 
(Linn, Dunbar, Harnisch, & Hastings, 1982). Programs using 
an annual testing cycle (i.e., fall-to-fall or spring-to-spring) to 
measure student progress in achievement showed much 
smaller gains on average than programs that used a fall-to- 
spring testing cycle. The typical gain for the annual testing 
cycle reported by Linn et al. (1982), for example, was ap- 
proximately 2 NCEs across Grades 2 through 6. The corre- 
sponding average gains for the fall-to-spring cycle, however, 
were between 6 and 9 NCEs for Grades 2 through 6. 


Taken at face value, the preferred and more prevalent fall- 
to-spring testing cycle results painted quite a positive picture. 
Comparisons to the annual testing cycle results as well as 
comparisons to results of a number of large-scale evaluations 
of Title I, however, provided a rather compelling case for con- 
cluding that the fall-to-spring results were providing inflated 
notions of the aggregate effects of Title I programs. The best 
estimates from the 1970s and early 1980s suggest that typical 
gains were on the order of magnitude found for the annual 
testing cycle, that is, something closer to 1 or 2 NCEs. 


Linn et al. (1982) reviewed a number of factors that together 
tended to inflate the estimates of gain in the fall-to-spring 
testing cycle results. These included such considerations as 
student selection, scale conversion errors, administration 
conditions, administration dates compared to norming 
dates, practice effects, and teaching to the test. Corruption 
of indicators is a continuing problem where tests are used 
for accountability or other high-stakes purposes. As dis- 
cussed below in several other contexts, this tendency for 
scores to be inflated and therefore give a distorted impres- 
sion of the effectiveness of an educational intervention is 
not unique to TIERS. Nor is it of only historical interest. 


Several cautions for current assessment and accountability 
systems are suggested from the TIERS experience. Two ob- 
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vious, but too frequently ignored, cautions are that (a) varia- 
tions in which students get included in an assessment can 
distort comparisons of results for cohorts of students (e.g., 
those tested in the fall vs. those tested in the spring, and 
(b) reliance on a single test for repeated testing can distort 
instruction and lead to inflated and non-generalizable es- 
timates of student gains in achievement. 


Minimum-Competency Testing 
In the 1970s and early 1980s minimum-competency testing 
(MCT) reforms swiftly spread from state to state. In a single 
decade (1973-1983) the number of states with some form of 
minimum-competency testing requirement went from 2 to 
34. As the name implies, the focus was on the lower end of 
the achievement distribution. Minimal basic skills, while 
not easy to define, were widely accepted as a reasonable re- 
quirement for high school graduation. The new require- 
ments were of great importance for some students but had 
little relevance for most students. Gains in student achieve- 
ment were observed but they occurred mostly at the low 
end of the distribution. Moreover, questions were raised by 
some about generalizability of the observed gains. 


For several reasons, Florida was the focus of a great deal 
of attention in the MCT movement. Florida introduced a 
statewide MCT graduation requirement with a fairly tight 
time line for implementation. Florida's early results were 
used as examples of the positive effects of the program for 
students whose academic achievement lagged farthest be- 
hind expectations. Florida's results were also used by de- 
tractors who emphasized differential passing rates for 
African American, Hispanic, and White students and the im- 
pact of the program on student dropout rates (Jaeger, 1989). 


Federal District Court decisions in the Debra P. v. Turlington 
(1981) case established precedents for many other states 
that continue to guide high stakes requirements for indi- 


vidual students. There is much debate about opportunity to 
learn and whether it is fair to introduce high stakes for stu- 
dents without evidence that students have been provided 
with an adequate opportunity to learn the material on the 
test. This debate continues to be an important consideration 
for high-stake student requirements that have either been 
recently introduced or are now on the drawing board. 


Figure 1 displays the passing rates on the first attempt of 
the Florida high school competency test by year of adminis- 
tration and racial/ethnic group. The percentages used to 
create Figure 1 were obtained from the Florida Depart- 
ment of Education website (http://www.firn.edu/doe/sas/ 
sass-home.htm). The differential passing rates on first at- 
tempt were both dramatic and disturbing on the first admin- 
istration in 1977. Roughly three fourths of the White students 
passed on the first attempt compared to slightly less than one 
fourth of the African American students and about three 
fifths of the Hispanic students. As can also be seen, however, 
the percentage passing on the first try increased fairly 
sharply for all three racial/ethnic groups in Year 2 of the pro- 
gram. Smaller increases followed in Year 3 (1979) for all 
groups. With the exception of 1984, when there was a sharp 
increase for all three groups, and a couple of other minor dips 
and bumps, the trend is relatively flat for White and Hispanic 
students from 1979 to 1997. The passing rate on the first try 
for African American students, however, increased each year 
from the low of 23% in 1977 to an all-time high of 70% in 1984. 
Since 1984, however, there has been gradual erosion of the 
first-try pass rate for African Americans. 


The pattern of early gains followed by a leveling off is 
typical not only of minimum competency testing programs 
but of several other high-stakes uses of tests. An unam- 
biguous evaluation of the benefits remains elusive, how- 
ever, because it is difficult to determine if the gains are spe- 
cific to the tests or if they can be validly generalized to 
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FIGURE 1. Percentage of students passing Florida high school competency test on first try, by year and racial/ethnic group. 


6 EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHER 







broader constructs the tests are intended to measure. A cau- 
tion that might be taken from the MCT experience and re- 
sults such as those in Figure 1 is that gains in the first few 
years following the introduction of a new testing require- 
ment are generally much larger than those achieved after 
the program has been in place for several years. This ten- 
dency raises questions about the realism of some account- 
ability systems that put in place straight-line improvement 
targets over extended periods (e.g., 20 years). 


Accountability Based on Standardized Tests 


Overlapping with the MCT movement and continuing past 
the height of that movement into the late 1980s and early 
1990s was an expansion of the use of test results for ac- 
countability purposes. Accountability programs took a va- 
riety of forms, but shared the common characteristic that 
they increased real or perceived stakes of results for teach- 
ers and educational administrators. Although some states 
and districts contracted for or developed their own tests, 
the accountability systems of the 1980s relied heavily on 
published standardized tests. Upward trends in student 
achievement were reported by an overwhelming majority 
of states and districts during the first few years of account- 
ability testing programs. A physician, John Cannell (1987), 
forcefully brought to public attention what came to be 
known as the Lake Wobegon effect (Koretz, 1988), that is, 
the incredible finding that essentially all states and most 
districts were reporting that their students were scoring 
above the national norm. Based on his review of the data, 
Cannell concluded that "standardized, nationally normed 
achievement tests give children, parents, school systems, 
legislatures, and the press inflated and misleading reports 
on achievement levels" (p. 3). 


Most test publishers found increases in performance in 
their norms during the 1980s (Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 
1990). If student performance were improving nationwide, 
then comparison of results to old norms would put a cur- 
rent average performance above the mean of the old norms. 
However, gains on National Assessment of Educational 
Programs (NAEP) were more modest than the gains found 
on most standardized tests, which raised doubts about the 
generalizability or robustness of the putative gains that 
were reported on standardized tests (Linn et al., 1990). 


There are many reasons for the Lake Wobegon effect, 
most of which are less sinister than those emphasized by 
Cannell. Among the many reasons are the use of old norms, 
the repeated use of the same test form year after year, the 
exclusion of students from participation in accountability 
testing programs at a higher rate than they are excluded 
from norming studies, and the narrow focusing of instruc- 
tion on the skills and question types used on the test (see, 
e.g., Koretz, 1988; Linn et al., 1990; Shepard, 1990). In each 
of the categories, practices range from quite acceptable to 
quite unacceptable. For example, the focusing of instruction 
on the general concepts and skills included in the test may 
be in keeping with the belief that the test corresponds to in- 
structionally important objectives and may be considered 
acceptable, even desirable, practice. On the other hand, the 
narrow teaching of the specific content sampled by the test, 
or coaching in specific responses to test items would be 
widely condemned as unacceptable practice. 


Whatever the reason for the Lake Wobegon effect, it is 
clear that the standardized test results that were widely re- 


ported as part of accountability systems in the 1980s were 
giving an inflated impression of student achievement. 
Striking evidence of this comes from trend results for states 
and districts that include a shift from an old to a new test. 
The pattern shown in Figure 2 is similar to ones observed 
repeatedly where a new test replaced one that had been in 
use by a state or district for several years. The saw tooth ap- 
pearance in Figure 2 demonstrates the lack of generaliz- 
ability of the apparent gains on a test that is reused for sev- 
eral years. Both common sense and a great deal of hard 
evidence indicate that focused teaching to the test encour- 
aged by accountability uses of results produces inflated no- 
tions of achievement when results are judged by compari- 
son to national norms. 


Results reported by Koretz, Linn, Dunbar, and Shepard 
(1991) provide further evidence of lack of generalizability of 
accountability test results. Figure 3, which is adapted from 
results reported by Koretz et al. (1991), displays median 
Grade 3 test results in mathematics for a school district par- 
ticipating in that study. In Year 1, when the district used 
Standardized Test 1, the median grade equivalent score for 
the district was 4.3. A new test, Standardized Test 2, was ad- 
ministered for accountability purposes for the first time in 
Year 2 and used in each of the following years (3, 4, and 5). 
The saw tooth pattern similar to that in Figure 2 is clearly 
evident. That is, there is a sharp drop in scores the first year 
a new test is administered followed by gains on adminis- 
trations in subsequent years. 


Koretz et al. (1991) administered Standardized Test 1 to a 
sample of students in the district in Year 5. They also ad- 
ministered an alternative test that was constructed for the 
study to cover content defined by the district curriculum 
and the content of Standardized Test 2. Data collected in 
other districts were used to equate the alternate test to Stan- 
dardized Test 2. As can be seen in Figure 3, the results for 
both Standardized Test 1 (formerly the district's operational 
test) and the alternate test are more in line with those for the 
first year's administration of Standardized Test 2 than with 
the concurrent administration of that test in Year 5. 


Results such as those shown in Figures 2 and 3 were used 
to make the case that standardized test results in high- 
stakes accountability systems were yielding inflated im- 
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FIGURE 2. Trends in percentile rank of state means. Based 
on Linn, Graue, and Sanders (1990). 
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FIGURE 3. Inflated test scores. Based on Koretz, Linn, Dun- 
bar, and Shepard (1991). 


pressions of student achievement. Strong arguments were 
also advanced that high-stakes accountability uses of stan- 
dardized tests had undesirable effects on teaching and 
learning because they led to a narrowing of the curriculum 
and an over-emphasis on basic skills (e.g., Resnick & 
Resnick, 1992). One response has been to call for changes in 
the nature of assessments and the degree to which they are 
aligned with the types of learning envisioned in emerging 
content standards. 


Salient Characteristics of Current Reform Efforts 


The most recent wave of reform continues to emphasize 
accountability, but adds some significant new features. Al- 
though a number of other important features might be 
considered (e.g., the emphasis on performance-based ap- 
proaches to assessment, the concept of tests worth teaching 
to, and the politically controversial and technically chal- 
lenging issue of opportunity to learn), the focus below is on 
just three features. These are (a) the emphasis on the devel- 
opment and use of ambitious content standards as the basis 
of assessment and accountability, (b) the dual emphasis on 
setting demanding performance standards and on the in- 
clusion of all students, and (c) the attachment of high-stakes 
accountability mechanisms for schools, teachers, and, some- 
times, students. 


Content Standards 


A key feature of current reform efforts is the creation of 
standards. Standards are central to the Clinton administra- 
tion's education initiative explicated in the Goals 2000: Ed- 
ucate America Act. Goals 2000 is reinforced by the require- 
ments for Title I evaluation stipulated in the Improving 


America's Schools Act of 1994. The federal government has 
encouraged states to develop content and performance 
standards that are demanding. Standards are also a compo- 
nent of the President's proposal for a Voluntary National 
Test. Of course, standards-based reform reporting is also a 
central part of many of the state reform efforts, including 
ones such as Kentucky and Maryland that have been using 
standards-based assessments for several years and ones 
such as Colorado and Missouri that have more recently 
introduced standards-based assessment systems. Indeed, 
states have been the key actors in standards-based reforms 
for a number of years. Given the current congressional 
press to reduce the federal role and give more flexibility and 
responsibility to states, it is reasonable to expect that the 
states will continue to be the key actors in standards-based 
reform efforts in the foreseeable future. 


There is a great deal to be said about content standards. 
Indeed, a great deal has already been written about the 
strengths and weaknesses of content standards. State content 
standards have been reviewed and graded (e.g., Education 
Week, 1997; Lerner, 1998; Olson, 1998; Raimi & Braden, 1998). 
A review of the different perspectives brought to bear on 
state standards and the grades assigned to those standards 
is beyond the scope of this manuscript. But, it is worth ac- 
knowledging that content standards vary a good deal in 
specificity and in emphasis. The key point for present pur- 
poses, however, is that content standards can, and should, 
if they are to be more than window dressing, influence both 
the choice of constructs to be measured and the ways in 
which they are eventually measured. Moreover, it is critical 
to recognize first that the choice of constructs matters and 
so does the way in which measures are developed and 
linked to the constructs. Although these two points may be 
considered obvious, they are too often ignored. 


Table 1 provides one simple example of the fact that 
choice of constructs to be measured and used to hold stu- 
dents or teachers accountable matters. The table simply re- 
ports the percentage of male and female students who score 
at the proficient level or higher on four recent NAEP as- 
sessments. As can be seen, the gender difference in per- 
centage passing based on the proficient level criterion 
varies considerably by subject. Sizable discrepancies could 
be displayed with other cut scores or with other subpopu- 
lations of students being contrasted. The point, which was 
made in much greater detail and with a wealth of support- 
ing evidence by Willingham and Cole (1997), however, is 
that construct choice matters. 


Which content areas are assessed also makes a difference 
in accountability systems. It is difficult to compare the per- 
formance in different subjects. The fact that more students 
pass an English language arts test than pass a mathematics 


Table 1 
The Percentage of Students At or Above the Proficient Level on NAEP at Grade 12, by Gender and Subject 


Subject Males Females Difference (M-F) 


Geography (1994) 32 22 10 
History (1994) 12 9 3 
Mathematics (1996) 18 14 4 
Reading (1994) 29 43 -14 
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test, for example, could just as easily be due to differences 
in the rigor of the assessment or in the standards set for 
different content areas as to fundamental differences in 
achievement. Trend data, however, can be used to show dif- 
ferences between content domains in performance gains or 
losses. Even at the level of global subject areas such as math- 
ematics, reading, and science, some differences can be seen 
in long-term trends. 


The results shown in Figure 4 are based on means re- 
ported in Tables A17, B17, and C17 in the NAEP 1996 Trends 
in Academic Progress (Campbell, Voelkl, & Donahue, 1997). 
As is shown in Figure 4, the NAEP long-term trends for 
13-year-olds in mathematics, reading, and science have had 
somewhat different trajectories. None of the trend lines are 
particularly steep, but the increases of roughly a quarter of 
a standard deviation in science for the 15 years between 
1977 and 1992 and of almost a third of a standard deviation 
in mathematics over the 18 years between 1978 and 1996 are 
non-trivial. In contrast, the long-term trend for reading is 
quite flat with an increase of only about one tenth of a stan- 
dard deviation in the 25 years between 1971 and 1996. More- 
over, as others have noted, the trends are not the same 
across subpopulations defined by gender, race/ethnicity, or 
type of community (e.g., Campbell et al., 1997; Jones, 1984). 


Trends for subscales within broad content areas also re- 
veal potentially important differences. This is evident in 
Figure 5, which shows a marked difference between the re- 
cent trend for the computation subtest and the trends for 
the concepts and estimation and the problems and data in- 
terpretation subtests of the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) 
for the state of Iowa. Test subscale means used to produce 
Figure 5 were provided by H. D. Hoover (personal com- 
munication, August, 1997). 


Although results such as those in Figure 5 might be used 
as ammunition by critics of the National Council of Teach- 
ers of Mathematics Standards (1989) who argue that basic 
computational skills are given short shrift by the Standards, 
they are presented here to make two different points. First, 
we need to track more than global scores such as "mathe- 
matics" with the nation's primary achievement monitor, 
NAEP. We should have better information than we cur- 
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FIGURE 4. NAEP long-term trend lines for age-13 students 
in three subjects. Based on Campbell, Voelkl, and Donahue 
(1997). 


rently have at the national level on the components of math- 
ematics and other subjects to monitor trends such as those 
shown on the ITBS mathematics subtests in Iowa. Note that 
the general trend in Figure 5 between 1978 and 1996 on the 
ITBS for two of the subtests is quite congruent with the 
gradual upward trend shown in Figure 4 for NAEP mathe- 
matics during the same time period. Possibly as important 
as the information about the trend for mathematics as a 
whole, however, may be the contrast between the subtest 
trends and what is made of the apparent differences. 


Second, the ITBS differences in trends for subtests pro- 
vide useful evidence that the ways in which content stan- 
dards are used to determine the constructs to be measured 
and the specific assessment tasks to be used is critical. 
Whether computation is weighted heavily or lightly in the 
overall assessment is important. This is so despite the fact 
that using the usual individual differences approach to 
evaluating the distinctions among dimensions would un- 
doubtedly yield quite high correlations among the subtests. 
High correlations at a given point in time do not tell the 
whole story. 


For decades, test publishers have argued that subscores 
can be useful in suggesting areas of relative strengths and 
weaknesses for students. Although that claim is subject to 
debate, it seldom even gets considered when aggregate re- 
suits are used either to monitor progress (e.g., NAEP) or for 
purposes of school, district, or state accountability. Differ- 
ences for aggregates in relative performance on content 
strands may be more revealing, however, than differences 
on global scores. Multiple measures are needed for moni- 
toring and accountability systems. 


Performance Standards and All Students 


In addition to content standards, the current reform efforts 
place great stock in the dual goals of high performance stan- 
dards and the inclusion of all students. Performance stan- 
dards, while independent of content standards, add addi- 
tional considerations. In particular, performance standards 
are supposed to specify "how good is good enough." 
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FIGURE 5. Divergent trends in Grade 8 ITBS mathematics 
subscores for the state of Iowa (H. D. Hoover, personal 
communication, August, 1997). 
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There are at least four critical characteristics of perfor- 
mance standards. First, they are intended to be absolute 
rather than normative. Second, they are expected to be set 
at high, "world-class" levels. Third, a relatively small num- 
ber of levels (e.g., advanced, proficient) are typically identi- 
fied. Finally, they are expected to apply to all, or essentially 
all, students rather than a selected subset such as college- 
bound students seeking advanced placement. 


A reasonable question that generally goes unanswered is 
whether the intent is to aspire not just to high standards for 
all students, but to the same high standards for all students. 
And, moreover, to do so on the same time schedule (e.g., 
meet reading standards in English at the end of Grade 4) for 
all students. It is quite possible to have high standards with- 
out the standards being common for all students. High 
standards of performance for a given grade level do not 
necessarily mean common standards for all students. For 
example, setting high standards for a student based upon 
the student's Individualized Education Program may not 
lead to an expectation of a proficient score on the fourth- 
grade reading test-whether the state's own fourth-grade 
reading test, a standardized test, or the proposed Voluntary 
National Test that is used to define the proficient standard. 
Similarly, an English-language learner may more appropri- 
ately be tested in reading in Spanish at the fourth grade 
with expectations of achieving proficient performance in 
reading in English at a later grade. 


The recent strategy in Washington DC seems to have 
been to shame states into getting their performance stan- 
dards in line with the national standards-by which the 
federal proponents of this position mean the standards es- 
tablished on NAEP by the National Assessment Governing 
Board (NAGB). Figure 6 is an example of results that Secre- 
tary of Education Richard Riley has used in trying to make 
the case that state standards are not as challenging as the 
proficient level standards established by NAGIB. Figure 6 is 
adapted from a figure accompanying Secretary Riley's 
statement before the House Subcommittee on Early Child- 
hood, Youth and Families, Committee on Education and the 
Workforce, Tuesday, April 29, 1997, which is available on 
the web (http://www.ed.gov/Speeches/04-1997/970429.html). 
It is based on work reported by the Southern Regional Ed- 
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FIGURE 6. NAEP Percentage proficient or above versus per- 
centage meeting state standards on states' own assessments. 
Based on Secretary Riley's statement to Congress. 


ucation Board, which can be found on the web (http://www. 
sreb.org/MiscDocs/set_stand.html) and lists as sources the 
U.S. Department of Education, state departments of educa- 
tion, and the National Education Goals Panel. 


Note the discrepancy between the results for the state and 
NAEP standards for Wisconsin. The 35% of Wisconsin stu- 
dents who were at or above the proficient standard for 
fourth-grade reading on NAEP compares reasonably well 
to other states or to the national figure of 36% proficient in 
1994. The 35o% meeting the NAEP proficient standard, how- 
ever, is quite out of line with the 88% of Wisconsin students 
that are reported to meet the state standard on their third- 
grade reading test. Although the two sets of results appear 
grossly out of line on the surface, they are only what is to be 
expected if the difference in purpose of the two sets of stan- 
dards is considered. 


According to NAGB, the proficient level on NAEP is in- 
tended to represent "solid academic performance." It is 
supposed to indicate that "students reaching this level have 
demonstrated competency over challenging subject mat- 
ter" (from description of achievement levels on the NAGB 
website, http://www.nagb.org/). Some, myself included, 
would say that the proficient standard is an ambitious stan- 
dard intended to encourage greater effort. The Wisconsin 
state standard was set with a different purpose in mind. As 
described on the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruc- 
tion website (http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/dpil/spr/3wrct97. 
html), "The Wisconsin Reading Comprehension Test .. 
allows districts to evaluate their primary school reading 
programs in comparison to a statewide performance stan- 
dard. It also helps identify marginal readers who may need 
remediation." A standard signifying "solid academic per- 
formance" is quite different than one intended to provide 
help in identifying "marginal readers who may need reme- 
diation." Implying that that the two standards should yield 
similar percentages is misleading and may undermine the 
credibility of performance standards. 


Moving from Grade 4 reading to Grade 8 mathematics as- 
sessment and from state comparisons to international com- 
parisons, a case can be made, as has been widely publicized, 
that students in some other countries have much higher av- 
erage performance than students in the U.S. It is also worth 
noting, however, that there is substantial variability in per- 
formance in all countries. 


Figure 7 displays box-and-whisker plots for the U.S. and 
six other selected countries. Percentile points used to con- 
struct Figure 7 were obtained from Table E.1 of the Appen- 
dix E of Beaton et al. (1996). Although the distributions for 
Japan and Korea are substantially higher than the distribu- 
tion for the U.S., there is a large spread in all countries. Using 
an arbitrary standard of the U.S. 75th percentile, substan- 
tially more than a quarter of the students in Japan and Korea 
would fail. The two horizontal lines are unofficial approxi- 
mations of where the NAEP cuts scores for the proficient 
and basic achievement levels on the TIMSS scale. To get 
those lines it was simply assumed that the percent proficient 
or above or percent basic or above would be the same for the 
U.S. students on the eighth-grade reading test in TIMSS as it 
was on the 1996 eigth-grade mathematics on NAEP. Greater 
precision than that is not needed to make it clear that while 
a large percentage of students would meet either standard 
in some other countries, a substantial fraction of students 
would nonetheless fall far short of the standard in all six 
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FIGURE 7. TIMSS Grade 8 mathematics results for selected countries. Based on Beaton et al. (1997). 


countries used in this comparison. This is obviously true for 
the proficient level, but is also true even for the basic level. 


It is one thing to strive for high standards. It is another to 
enforce them as seems to be implied by a great deal of po- 
litical rhetoric. President Clinton, like many politicians at 
the state and local levels, has called for an end to social pro- 
motion. In President Clinton's "Call to Action for American 
Education in the 21st Century," for example, it is stated that: 
"Today, only a handful of states in the country require 
young people to demonstrate what they've learned in order 
to move from one level of school to the next. Every state 
should do this and put an end to social promotion" (quota- 
tion taken from the web at http://www.ed.gov/updates/ 
PresEDPlan/part2.html). The plea for the Voluntary Na- 
tional Test, for example, argues that it will help end social 
promotion. Two points are worth emphasizing in response 
to the plea. First, given the fact that a large proportion of stu- 
dents are retained in grade at least once during Grades 1 
through 12 (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1995; Shepard, 
Smith, & Marion, 1996), it simply is not true that promotion 
is based only on years of education or social considerations 
(Huebert & Hauser, 1998). Second, any of the high stan- 
dards that are now being set around the country and used 
for NAEP at the national level would fail an extremely large 
fraction of the students. As was just seen, that would be true 
even in countries such as Japan or Korea using Grade 8 
mathematics cutoffs comparable to the NAEP proficient 
level or even the lower basic level. The story for some states 


and districts in the U.S. is even more sobering. On the 1996 
NAEP Grade 8 mathematics assessment, for example, ap- 
proximately 80% of the students in the District of Columbia 
scored in the below basic category and only 1 student in 20 
would meet the proficient standard (see Table 3.2 of Reese, 
Miller, Mazzeo, & Dossey, 1997). 


Coffman (1993) summed up the problems of holding 
common high standard for all students as follows: "Hold- 
ing common standards for all pupils can only encourage a 
narrowing of educational experiences for most pupils, 
doom many to failure, and limit the development of many 
worthy talents" (p. 8). Although this statement runs counter 
to the current zeitgeist, and may not even be considered po- 
litically correct, it seems to me a sensible conclusion that is 
consistent with both evidence and common sense. It should 
not be misinterpreted, however, to mean that one should 
not have high standards for all students; having high stan- 
dards is not the same as having common standards for all, 
especially when they are tied to a lock step of age or grade 
level. Neither should agreement with Coffman's conclusion 
be misinterpreted as supporting placement of some stu- 
dents into tracks with watered-down, basic-skills instruc- 
tion while others are provided with enriched experiences in 
keeping with the intent of ambitious content standards. 


It is, as Glass (1978) said, "wishful thinking to base a grand 
scheme on a fundamental, unsolved problem" (p. 237). The 
problem of setting standards remains as much a funda- 
mental, unsolved problem today as it was 20 years ago. De- 
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spite the emphasis on absolute judgments in terms of fixed 
standards that are demanded, desires for comparisons con- 
tinue to surface. Sometimes these comparisons are made 
implicitly in descriptions of the standards as "world-class." 
Often, however, the comparisons are explicit in requirements 
that state performance be compared to national achievement, 
or to achievement of other states through NAEP or some 
other means, or to other nations through international as- 
sessments such as TIMSS. In California, districts are cur- 
rently being encouraged to set as a target for Title I that 90% 
of their students score above the national median on a stan- 
dardized test within the next 10 years. Such a notion of a 
common high standard for all students sounds a warning 
that although the Lake Wobegon effect may be largely for- 
gotten, it is not necessarily gone. 


High-Stakes Accountability 
The third and final assessment-related characteristic of the 
current reform efforts to be discussed here concerns the at- 
tachment of high-stakes accountability mechanisms for 
schools, teachers, and, sometimes, students. The use of stu- 
dent performance on tests in accountability systems is not 
new. Examples of payment for results-such as the flurry 
of performance contracting in the 1960s-and other ways 
of using performance as the basis for holding school ad- 
ministrators, teachers, and students accountable can be 
found cropping up and fading away over many decades. 
What is somewhat different about the current emphasis on 
performance-based accountability is its pervasiveness. 


"What is new is an increasing emphasis on student per- 
formance as the touchstone for state governance" (Elmore, 
Abelmann, & Fuhrman, 1996, p. 65). Student achievement 
is not only being used to single out schools that require spe- 
cial assistance but, as in the case of Kentucky, to provide 
cash incentives for improvements in performance. More- 
over, "the focus on performance has led to using outcome 
data, such as test scores and dropout rates, as criteria for ac- 
creditation" (Elmore et al., 1996, p. 66). 


The intent of this emphasis on outcomes is clear. Elmore 
et al. described the underlying rationale as follows: 


In principle, focusing on student performance should 
move states away from input regulations-judging 
schools based on the number of books in the library and 
the proportion of certified staff, for example-toward a 
model of steering by results-using rewards, sanctions, 
and assistance to move schools toward higher levels of 
performance. In other words, the educational account- 
ability should focus schools' attention less on compliance 
with rules and more on increasing learning for students. 
(1996, p. 65) 


Despite the increased popularity of high-stakes account- 
ability systems, there are several fundamental questions 
that have plagued efforts to build assessment-based school 
accountability systems for decades (Dyer, 1970; Dyer, Linn, 
& Patton, 1969). The questions could be categorized in a va- 
riety of ways, but many of them fall conveniently into one 
of three categories: questions related to (a) the student as- 
sessments, (b) the accountability model, and (c) the validity, 
impact, and credibility of the system. 


Assessments. Much of the above discussion of assess- 
ments is relevant to their use in accountability systems. In 
particular, the point that the choice of constructs matters 


needs to be emphasized. Content areas assessed for a high- 
stakes accountability system receive emphasis while those 
that are left out languish. Within a content area the empha- 
sis given to different subareas matters. Consider in this re- 
gard the different trends for the different subscores of the 
ITBS in Iowa that was discussed earlier. 


Meyer (1996) has argued that 


in a high-stakes accountability system, teachers and ad- 
ministrators are likely to exploit all avenues to improve 
measured performance. For example, teachers may "teach 
narrowly to the test." For tests that are relatively immune 
to this type of corruption, teaching to the test could induce 
teachers and administrators to adopt new curriculums 
and teaching techniques much more rapidly than they 
otherwise would. (p. 140) 


It is easy to agree, in principle, with Meyer's argument. It 
is unclear that there is either the know-how or the will, 
however, to develop assessments that are sufficiently "im- 
mune to this type of corruption." It is expensive to intro- 
duce a new, albeit well equated, form of a test on each new 
administration. Frequent new forms of tests are used for 
high-stakes programs such as college and graduate or pro- 
fessional school admissions tests where the individual test 
taker bears the cost. Still, there are complaints about test 
coaching or narrow test preparation for such tests. More- 
over, if ambitious performance-based tasks are added to the 
mix, still greaterincreases in costs will result. We should not 
expect, however, inexpensive tests designed for other low- 
stakes purposes to withstand the pressures now being 
placed on them by high-stakes accountability systems. 


Accountability Model. The current accountability model ap- 
plications using hierarchical linear models in states such as 
Tennessee, North Carolina, and South Carolina, and districts 
such as Dallas, use highly sophisticated statistical machinery 
(see, e.g., Burstein, 1980; Clotfelter & Ladd, 1996; Meyer, 
1996; Raudenbush & Byrk, 1986; Sanders & Horn, 1994; 
Willms, & Raudenbush, 1989). But, the sophisticated statis- 
tics do not resolve questions about what data the basic model 
should employ. Some possibilities include current status, 
comparisons of cross-sectional cohorts of students at differ- 
ent grades in the same year, comparisons of cross-sectional 
cohorts in a fixed grade from one year to the next, longitu- 
dinal comparisons of school aggregate scores without re- 
quiring matched individual data, and longitudinal com- 
parisons based only on matched student records. When 
looking at changes over years, whether using aggregate 
scores for cross-sectional cohorts or matched or unmatched 
longitudinal data, there are questions about the model. 
Should simple change scores be used or some form of 
regression-based adjustment? And, if regression-based ad- 
justments are used, what variables should be included as 
predictors? In particular, should measures of socioeconomic 
status (SES) be used in the adjustments? 


Variations on most of these themes can be found in mod- 
els used around the country. Although most proponents of 
performance-based accountability systems with systematic 
rewards and sanctions would prefer another approach, cur- 
rent status scores remain the most commonly reported ap- 
proach. Where change in performance is used, there are 
several variations in use. Comparisons of time-lagged cross- 
sectional cohorts, for example, are used as the basis for the 
Kentucky accountability system (see, e.g., Gutsky, 1994). 
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Longitudinal results using hierarchical regression proce- 
dures are used in places such as Tennessee (e.g., Sanders & 
Horn, 1994) and Dallas. 


There is considerable evidence that the choice of data 
source and choice of summary statistic matters a good deal. 
This is illustrated by the correlations reported in Table 2. 
These results were selected from a study by Clotfelter and 
Ladd (1996) in which they used nine different analytical 
models to analyze data from South Carolina schools 
(Richards & Sheu, 1992). The five approaches for which cor- 
relations are reported in Table 2 are: (1) school means, that 
is, a current status measure without any adjustments for 
SES or past performance, (2) simple mean gain scores from 
one year to the next for matched longitudinal cases, (3) the 
mean gain obtained by subtracting the mean fourth grade 
score for a school from the previous year from the mean 
fifth grade score in the current year, that is, unmatched longi- 
tudinal, (4) the school gain index actually used by South 
Carolina which is based upon student residual scores ob- 
tained from a multivariate regression of current year scores 
on scores from the prior year, and (5) residual scores based 
on the model used in North Carolina, which includes ad- 


justments for SES. 
With the possible exception of the correlation between 


the matched and unmatched gain scores, the correlations in 
Table 2 are not high enough to suggest that the choice of 
models is a matter of indifference. Some of the correlations 
are far too low to conclude that the approaches could be 
used interchangeably. Particularly notable are the low cor- 
relations in the last row, which involve the relationship of 
the only SES adjusted index with the other indices. 


Knowing that SES and prior achievement adjustments 
make non-trivial differences leaves unanswered the ques- 
tion of which model is most appropriate. The issue was well 
framed by Elmore, Abelmann, and Fuhrman (1996) who 


put it as follows: 


One side of this issue ... argues that schools can fairly be 
held accountable only for factors that they control, and 
therefore that performance accountability systems should 
control for or equalize student socioeconomic status before 
they dispense rewards and penalties.... The other side of 
the issue argues that controlling for student background or 
prior achievement institutionalizes low expectations for 
poor, minority, low-achieving students. (pp. 93-94) 


Although somewhat less controversial than adjustments 
for SES variables, similar arguments can be made regarding 


adjustments for prior achievement, since, in effect, such ad- 
justments establish lower expectations for schools with stu- 
dents whose prior achievement is low than for schools 
where it is high. Kentucky's approach to this dilemma has 
been to set a common goal for all schools by the end of 20 
years, thus establishing faster biennial growth targets for 
initially low-scoring schools than initially high-scoring 
schools (Gusky, 1994). This approach is an appealing com- 
promise between the extremes represented by using status 
measures and using residuals after adjusting for both prior 
achievement and family background characteristics. 


The conceptual appeal of value-added models must be 
weighed not only against the concerns articulated by Elmore, 
Abelmann, and Fuhrman (1996), but also against practical 
concerns. To reduce problems of attrition due to student mo- 
bility and to produce timely results, Meyer (1996) strongly 
recommends "annual testing at each grade" (p. 141) and the 
collection of data on family and community characteristics 
for all students. This recommendation not only imposes 
a substantial testing and data collection burden, but it is 
likely to lead to practices of test reuse that exacerbate prob- 
lems of teaching to the test in the narrow and undesirable 
sense. It is also likely to lead to the use of inexpensive tests 
that are less ambitious than proponents of standard-based 
reform are seeking. 


Validity, Impact, and Credibility. None of the arguments 
about measures and models that have been discussed di- 
rectly address what is, perhaps, the most important ques- 
tion. Have the assessment-based accountability models that 
are now being used or being considered by states and dis- 
tricts been shown to improve education? Unfortunately, it 
is difficult to get a clear-cut answer to this simple question. 
Certainly, there is evidence that performance on the mea- 
sures used in accountability systems increases, but that was 
true in the days of the Lake Wobegon effect concerns with 
standardized tests. Comparative data are needed to evalu- 
ate the apparent gains. NAEP provides one source of such 
comparative data. 


Figure 8 displays an example using trends for the Mary- 
land Assessment in Mathematics at Grades 3 and 5. The 
Maryland results used to produce Figure 8 were obtained 
from the Maryland Department of Education website 
(http://www.msde.state.md.us/) and the NAEP results were 
obtained from Table 3.2 in Reese et al., 1997). The two lines 
in the middle of the graph plot the trends in the percentages 
of third- and fifth-grade students who performed at the sat- 
isfactory level on the state mathematics assessment. Those 


Table 2 
Correlations Among Alternate Indices of School Performance 


(2) (3) (4) (5) 


(1) Gain Gain SC school NC SES 


Index Mean score (matched) (unmatched) gain index Adjusted 


(1) Mean score 1.00 
(2) Gain (matched) .42 1.00 


(3) Gain (unmatched) .36 .94 1.00 


(4) SC school gain index .51 .89 .86 1.00 


(5) NC SES Adjusted .58 .47 .44 .22 1.00 


Note. Adapted from Clotfelter & Ladd, 1996. 
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Kathleen Jones reveals the complex 
history of"child guidance," a special- 
ized psychological service developed 
early in the twentieth century which 


prompted our reliance on psycholog- 
ical explanations for juvenile offenses 
and ultimately lead to a harsh cri- 


tique of American mothers. Her 
book reveals the uses to which pro- 
fessionals and patients have put this 


interpretation of juvenile misbehavior, 
and the conditions that mother-blam- 


ing has imposed on social policy and 
private child rearing to this day. 
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shared political virtues while leaving 
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-Michael RutterTIMES HIGHER 
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FIGURE 8. Percentages of Maryland students scoring satis- 
factory on the Maryland Assessment in Mathematics at 
Grades 3 and 5 and the percentages of Maryland students at 
or above the basic and proficient levels on NAEP at Grade 
4, by year. 


lines are bracketed by the percentages of Maryland fourth- 
grade students who scored at or above the basic and profi- 
cient levels on the 1992 and 1996 NAEP assessments in 
mathematics. There is no reason to expect perfect corre- 
spondence of the trends. The gradual and reasonably simi- 
lar upward trend shown by all four lines supports the no- 
tion that these Maryland gains are reasonably generalizable 
to other measures and are not simply providing an inflated 
impression of improvement. 


Comparisons to state NAEP results similar to those illus- 
trated in Figure 8 will sometimes provide evidence that 
generally confirms trends found on state assessment. In 
other cases, the trends for a state's own assessment and 
NAEP will suggest contradictory conclusions about the 
changes in student achievement. Divergence of trends does 
not prove that NAEP is right and the state assessment is 
misleading, but it does raise important questions about the 
generalizability of gains reported on a state's own assess- 
ment, and hence about the validity of claims regarding stu- 
dent achievement. 


Conclusion 


As someone who has spent his entire career doing research, 
writing, and thinking about educational testing and assess- 
ment issues, I would like to conclude by summarizing a 
compelling case showing that the major uses of tests for stu- 
dent and school accountability during the past 50 years 
have improved education and student learning in dramatic 
ways. Unfortunately, that is not my conclusion. Instead, I 
am led to conclude that in most cases the instruments and 
technology have not been up to the demands that have been 
placed on them by high-stakes accountability. Assessment 
systems that are useful monitors lose much of their de- 
pendability and credibility for that purpose when high 
stakes are attached to them. The unintended negative ef- 
fects of the high-stakes accountability uses often outweigh 
the intended positive effects. 


In a paper entitled "A King Over Egypt, Which Knew Not 
Joseph" Coffman (1993) used the story of Joseph and the 
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Pharaohs as an analogy for policymakers who "know not" 
the advice of five educational Josephs. Although he argued 
that external tests are valuable for charting student progress 
and as an external comparison to the day-to-day observa- 
tions of educators, Coffman concluded that "comparing av- 
erages among schools, systems, or states on any test is in- 
herently unfair because it is not possible to separate school 
effects from effects resulting from nonschool factors" (p. 8). 
Only Pollyanna could conclude that high-stakes account- 
ability uses of assessments will wither away in the face of 
this statement. Nonetheless, it is worth arguing for more 
modest claims about uses that can validly be made of our 
best assessments and warning against the overreliance on 
them that is so prevalent and popular. 


It is toward this end that the following seven suggestions 
based on analyses discussed above are offered as ways of 
enhancing the validity, credibility, and positive impact of 
assessment and accountability systems while minimizing 
their negative effects. 


1. Provide safeguards against selective exclusion of stu- 
dents from assessments. This would reduce distor- 
tions such as those found for Title I in the fall-spring 
testing cycle. One way of doing this is to include all 
students in accountability calculations. 


2. Make the case that high-stakes accountability requires 
new high-quality assessments each year that are 
equated to those of previous years. Getting by on the 
cheap will likely lead to both distorted results (e.g., in- 
flated, non-generalizable gains) and distortions in ed- 
ucation (e.g., the narrow teaching to the test). 


3. Don't put all of the weight on a single test. Instead, 
seek multiple indicators. The choice of construct mat- 
ters and the use of multiple indicators increases the 
validity of inferences based upon observed gains in 
achievement. 


4. Place more emphasis on comparisons of performance 
from year to year than from school to school. This al- 
lows for differences in starting points while maintain- 
ing an expectation of improvement for all. 


5. Consider both value added and status in the system. 
Value added provides schools that start out far from 
the mark a reasonable chance to show improvement 
while status guards against "institutionalizing low ex- 
pectations" for those same students and schools. 


6. Recognize, evaluate, and report the degree of uncer- 
tainty in the reported results. 


7. Put in place a system for evaluating both the intended 
positive effects and the more likely unintended nega- 
tive effects of the system. 


Note 


This article is based on a paper for the American Educational Re- 
search Association Career Research Contributions Award presented 
at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Associ- 
ation, San Diego, April 16, 1998. Work on the paper was partially sup- 
ported under the Educational Research and Development Center 
Program PR/Award #R305B60002, as administered by the Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Educa- 
tion. The findings and opinions expressed in this paper do not reflect 
the position or policies of the National Institute on Student Achieve- 
ment, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, or the 
U.S. Department of Education. 
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But Sometimes You're Not Part of the Story: 


Oral Histories and Ways 
of Remembering and Telling 


ANTOINETTE ERRANTE 


Social science inquiry has increasingly focused on the intricate re- 
lations between biography and history. In educational inquiry, 
this focus has led to an explosion of interest in the personal nar- 
rative as an articulation of individual and collective experience 
with the social, political, and cultural worlds of education. This 
interest in the personal narrative has in turn given prominence to 
work in oral history as a research strategy. The growing intuitive 
appeal of personal narratives, however, has led to a certain 
methodological complacency. What does it mean to collect and an- 
alyze personal narratives? How do narrators voice their narra- 
tives and narrate their voice? What role do interviewers play in 
the unfolding of these narratives? What do these questions mean 
in the context of oral histories, which are narratives where the 
interviewer-narrator dynamic is also mediated by the nature of 
memory? This paper examines what the author learned about oral 
histories from the narratives the author could-and could not- 
collect. 


Educational Researcher, Vol. 29, No. 2, pp. 16-27 


What defines oral history, and sets it apart from other 
branches of history, is ... its reliance on memory rather 
than texts. Yet oral historians seem reluctant to emphasize 
this, seemingly preferring to treat memory as a set of doc- 


uments that happen to be in people's heads rather than in 
the Public Record Office. .... What is memory? Do we 
hunt it with a questionnaire, or are we supposed to use a 
butterfly net? (Fentress & Wickham 1992, p. 1) 


n recent years, qualitative researchers have demonstrated 
a growing interest in the personal narrative as a valid ar- 
ticulation of individual and collective experience with the 


social, political, and cultural worlds of education (e.g. Blake, 
1997; Davidson, 1996; Farrell, 1994; Mohanty, 1994; Polakow, 
1993; Weis & Fine, 1993). This interest in the "first-person" 
seems to stem from our ethical and epistemological concerns 
regarding representation and voice. We increasingly recog- 
nize that all narratives, whether oral or written, personal or 
collective, official or subaltern, are "narratives of identity" 
(Anderson, 1991); that is, they are representations of reality 
in which narrators also communicate how they see them- 
selves and wish others to see them (Stein, 1987; Volkan, 
1988). Narratives declare narrators' alignments with certain 
"in" individuals, groups, ideas, and symbols onto which 
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I. Research Question 
 
The purpose of the report is to explain how and why the implicit policy of different standards for 
different students was replaced by an opposing policy—common standards for all students. 
 
II. Major Findings 
 
Accountability 
• Assessments designed to measure the success of schools are required to provide high-quality 


instruction preparing students to master each state’s content standards. 
• Many states instituted minimum competency tests as a high school graduation requirement. 
• Financers for education came to expect accountability for dollars and, ultimately, for results. 
• Equity and the increase of the overall level of performance for a society and economy were 


the driving forces for reform leaders. 
Standardization 
• Student content standards are revised, proficiency levels are recalibrated, and student testing 


has become more prevalent. 
• Accountability exams differ from norm-referenced exams in which half of the students 


always scored below the 50th percentile. 
• Legislatures enacted reform laws that called for standards and statewide testing. 
Reform 
• Proposals link high school graduation and college admission standards to develop the 


capacity of schools districts to achieve a greater level of proficiency on state standards with 
real sanctions and rewards 


• The standards movement became a national issue when the Nation’s governors led by Bill 
Clinton and President George H. W. Bush convened the first-ever National Summit on 
Education, in 1989 


 
III. Policy analysis 
 
Proposals aimed at holding schools accountable transfer accountability to students via pressure to 
perform.   
 
IV. Methods 
 
This article is a review and synthesis of the history tracing the conversion of standards policy 
from being student specific to general for all students.  







Phyllis McClure


Where Standards Come From


The standards movement arose from the struggle
for equal educational opportunity in American
public education. Beginning with the seemingly
simple task of defining an adequate education in
student content standards, reform graduated to
setting professional requirements for teachers and
paraprofessionals and for professional inservice
training. Overcoming the racial and economic in-
equities embedded in the structure of public
schools has resulted in shifting the locus of control
and funding from local school systems to states.
Federal involvement in standards-based reform
has, in some cases, pushed states even further to
include once-excluded disabled and limited-
English proficient students and to set achievement
targets in reading and mathematics. Standards-
based reform has brought some coherence to edu-
cation at the elementary and middle school
grades. Systemic reform really hasn’t taken hold
at the high school level.


FROM THEIR INCEPTION, public schools have
been organized around standards.


• Standards for time. Forty-five minutes in a class
hour, six class periods a school day, 180 school
days in a school year.


• Twelve segments of curriculum, sequenced in
exactly 1 year’s length, for a total of 12 school
years. Completing those 12 years of schooling
meant attending a school and completing the
fixed number of course credits.


• Standards for textbooks. Textbook adoption
committees, not principals or teachers, chose the
same textbooks for all classes in each subject.


• Standard working conditions for teachers. One
teacher per classroom. One teacher per year. The
same pay for all teachers based on time on the
job,nomatter their specialtiesorcompetencies.


Schools have had standards for almost every-
thing, except for one item. There were no stan-
dards for what students should actually know by
the end of a year, or 4 years, or 12 years, or in each
subject. Instead, there were beliefs and assump-
tions about which students had the “ability” to
learn. Some viewed universal, public schooling as
enabling individuals to develop their inherent abil-
ities. The more successful and talented would rise
to positions of leadership and prominence,
whereas others would occupy stations in life com-
mensurate with their more humble attributes.
Other supporters of public education thought its
purpose was to socialize children for their various
occupational and familial roles in adult society,
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while simultaneously promoting the moral values
and norms of the culture.


These conceptions became embedded in the
way we thought about education. However, we
structured education so that it was the schools, not
individual merit, ability, or effort, that determined
what children became. Oakes (1985) provided a
clinical definition of tracking as


the process whereby students are divided into cate-
gories so that they can be assigned in groups to vari-
ous kinds of classes. Sometimes students are classi-
fied as fast, average, or slow learners and placed in
fast, average, or slow classes on the basis of their
scores on achievement or ability tests. … Sometimes
students are classified according to what seems most
appropriate to their future lives. … In some schools
students are classified and placed separately for each
academic subject they take …; in other schools a sin-
gle decision determines a student’s program of
classes for the entire day, semester, year, and perhaps
even six years of secondary schooling.. However it’s
done, tracking … is sorting—a sorting of students
that has certain predictable characteristics. (p. 3)


The purpose here is not to recount the fierce
controversies surrounding the practice of tracking
students. Rather, the purpose is to explain how and
why this implicit policy of different standards for
different students was overturned and replaced by
an opposing policy—common standards for all
students. How did the notion that all students
should master the same knowledge and skills be-
come the organizing principle for education re-
form in the past two decades? How are federal,
state, and local leaders pursuing this new vision
that virtually all students have rigorous instruction
focused on the same challenging academic
standards?


Where Common Standards Come From


The standards movement has its roots in the
struggle for equal educational opportunity and the
increasing reliance on state funding and constitu-
tional authority for operating public education.
The struggle embodies both the long legal struggle
to eliminate the separate and unequal schooling


provided Black children, as well as the campaign
for school finance reform in the states. In Brown v.
Board of Education, whose 50th anniversary was
just celebrated, the U.S. Supreme Court declared
that “[t]oday, education is perhaps the most impor-
tant function of state and local government. … [I]n
the field of public education the doctrine of sepa-
rate but equal has no place” (347 U.S. 483). The
lower federal courts and private plaintiffs were left
to implement Brown until Congress enacted the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title VI of that law pro-
hibits recipients of federal funds, such as public
schools, from discriminating on the basis of race,
color, or national origin.


Race is not the only inequity imbedded in
American education. Financing schools depends
largely on local property wealth. The kind of edu-
cation provided for students depends very largely
on where they live. Property-poor school systems,
both rural and urban, began challenging inequita-
ble state funding, with some success. State courts
and legislatures struggled to define equity. Three
of the more significant school finance suits ad-
vanced the struggle of equal educational opportu-
nities in school systems with high concentrations
of low-income children and for children in dis-
tricts with low property wealth. The New Jersey
Supreme Court ruled that the state constitutional
requirement for a “thorough and efficient” educa-
tion applied equally to children in the highest need
urban districts (Robinson v. Cahill, 1973). The
Texas Supreme Court found that the state’s system
of financing schools violated the state constitu-
tion’s equal protection provision and did not even
cover the cost of meeting the state-mandated mini-
mum requirements (Edgewood School District v.
Kirby, 1989).


Lawsuits such as these in other states inaugu-
rated years of conflict between courts and legisla-
tures on what was equitable, how it could be de-
fined, and how much the state should pay. One
lawsuit moved those arguments closer to resolu-
tion. The Kentucky Supreme Court ruled in 1989
that the state’s entire system of commons schools,
not just the financing, was unconstitutional under
the state constitution. The ruling introduced the
notion that an “adequate” education had certain
defined attributes and that all children in Kentucky
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were entitled to receive it (Rose v. Council for
Better Education, 1989). Kentucky policymakers
had to build an entirely new system from scratch.
The state’s content standards gave meaning and
substance to the judicial concept of an “adequate”
education.


Gradually, in the decades of the 1970s
through the 1990s, the financing of schools
moved away from local property taxes, thereby
shifting more and more responsibility on to state
revenue. At the same time, the definition of what
was equitable and adequate shifted to the out-
comes of education and less to measuring the in-
puts, or dollars. Dollars matter, but what they
buy and what they produce also matter. With the
power to fund came the power to regulate. Those
responsible for financing education came to ex-
pect accountability for dollars and, ultimately,
for results. For all of the political and fiscal in-
vestments being made by state leaders in educa-
tion, the results were meager. Graduates of pub-
lic education lacked writing, computational, and
reasoning skills. Comparisons between the at-
tainment of American students and those of our
major trading partners in Europe and Asia did
not favor American students. The response to
these findings was to require that students com-
plete more academic course requirements for
graduation. More students did so. But just taking
more credits or relabeling courses to suggest
greater rigor didn’t address the need to define the
knowledge and skills required for work in a
knowledge-based economy. Because of concerns
about the skills of the American workforce, ma-
jor employers supported education reform and
high standards (National Center on Education
and the Economy, 1990).


Beginning Talk About an
Achievement Gap


In the 1970s, the National Assessment of Ed-
ucational Progress (NAEP) began reporting the
results of its sample snapshot of student achieve-
ment at three age levels—9, 13, and 17. At all
three ages, the difference, or the gap, in NAEP
reading scores between Black and White stu-


dents narrowed substantially from the early
1970s to the late 1980s. These impressive aca-
demic gains by Black students occurred at a time
of declining poverty rates, increased preschool
attendance, desegregated schooling in southern
states, and improved achievement levels of the
parents of minority students. This was also a
time of investments in compensatory education,
most notably Title I of the Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act, and an increasing empha-
sis on basic skills. Many states instituted mini-
mum competency tests as a high school
graduation requirement. Like standardized
norm-referenced tests, these exams concentrated
on word recognition, word analysis, simple
mathematical computations, and easy problem
solving. Textbooks, instructional materials, and
teachers’ competency, plus regular drill and prac-
tice, ensured that all parts of the effort were
aligned. Scholars of the standards movement
maintained that “it is not much of an overstate-
ment to say that for many poor and minority stu-
dents we had a de facto national basic skills cur-
riculum (O’Day & Smith, 1993, p. 258).


The two-decade trend of improving African
American achievement came to an end around
1990. NAEP reading scores for Black and urban
disadvantaged students recorded a widening of the
gap after 1988. This reversal was thought to have
several causes. Social conditions deteriorated,
rates of child poverty increased, and an increasing
differentiation in teaching and learning prevailed
in schools serving disadvantaged versus those ed-
ucating advantaged students. Schools with high
concentrations of poor and minority students of-
fered the basic skills curriculum, but, not surpris-
ingly, when their students were assessed against
high academic standards, there was a substantial
gap. The Congressionally mandated Prospects
study based on nationally representative samples
of three cohorts of students in first, third, and sev-
enth grades found that, when measured against
standardized tests, a grade of “A” in a high-pov-
erty school was equivalent to a grade of “C” in a
low-poverty school (Puma, 1997, p. v). There was
a clear difference in standards, expectations, and
curriculum between the two types of schools and
students.
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Challenging Content for All Children


A dozen or so states pioneered the development
of standards in the early 1990s, in partnership with
or influenced by the work of the Washington,
DC-based Council for Basic Education and the
New Standards Project of the National Center on
Education and the Economy. The Goals 2000: Ed-
ucate America Act of 1993 gave federal grants to
state departments of education to develop state
curriculum standards. National professional sub-
ject-matter organizations, such as the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, developed
standards for what children should know and be
able to do. Governors and state legislatures en-
acted reform laws that called for standards and
statewide testing. This incipient standards move-
ment became a national issue when the Nation’s
governors (led by Bill Clinton, the governor of Ar-
kansas) and President George H. W. Bush con-
vened the first-ever National Summit on Educa-
tion, in 1989. Out of the Summit came the
National Goals Panel, a high-level body of gover-
nors and administration officials that advocated
voluntary national goals and monitored the Na-
tion’s progress toward achieving them by the year
2000.


Curriculum standards, or what became known
as content standards, were the basic building
blocks of a systemic reform effort, known as the
standards movement. As a coherent system, stan-
dards would be the organizing principle around
which everything in the educational enterprise
would be planned. Content standards would de-
scribe what all children should know and be able
to do in various subject areas at various stages of
schooling. Performance standards would establish
and describe the kind of student work that met, ex-
ceeded, or fell short of the standard. In addition to
the content standards and the performance stan-
dards, states developed new assessments aligned
with both content and performance standards.
These assessments were to be criterion referenced,
that is, they would measure student performance
against the standards. A new class of state exams
moved beyond mere multiple choice to include ex-
tended responses explaining plot development in
an essay or showing how a math problem was


solved. Such exams were wholly different from
the norm-referenced tests in wide use in American
schools that arrayed scores along a U-shaped bell
curve so that half of the students always scored be-
low the 50th percentile.


Reform leaders had two objectives. One was
equity. The standards should be expected of all
children and apply to all schools. Providing equal
education to minority and low-income youngsters
was a moral and economic imperative. It would be
accomplished voluntarily or in response to court
orders. The second objective was to raise the over-
all level of performance for a society and economy
in which more and more people are required to
think for a living. The basic skills curriculum was
suitable for most jobs in the 1960s and into the de-
cades of the 1970s, but those jobs began disap-
pearing from the American economy. Jobs in a
growing knowledge economy required applicants
who could master challenging material and solve
complex problems. As computers became ubiqui-
tous in the work place, technological skills be-
came a prerequisite for employment. New assess-
ments to measure students’ performance should
therefore measure not only what students know
but what they “can do.”


Challenging Content for All Teachers


Even when the elements of a standards-based
system are aligned in theory and on paper, the ac-
tual results from the classroom did not necessarily
demonstrate improved achievement. Education
reformers had not fully considered the investment
in knowledge and the change in practice at the
classroom level necessary to deliver on the prom-
ise that all children could master challenging ma-
terial. As the standards movement matured, the
emerging issues were the following: What must
teachers know and be able to do? How do we do it?
How do we pay for it?


The content standards for students were the ob-
vious starting point for defining what teachers
needed to know and be able to do. Teachers how-
ever, had to do more than deepen their understand-
ing of subject-matter content. They had to acquire
new pedagogical techniques for working with
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children. According to Thomas Corcoran, the
movement to raise academic standards called for a
shift away from a behaviorist approach to teaching
(Corcoran, 1995). Students would no longer be
passive recipients of what teachers taught. They
had to be actively engaged in constructing knowl-
edge. The amount and content of professional de-
velopment had been traditionally left to local
school boards and administrators, treated as a low
priority, and easily disposed of when district bud-
gets were trimmed.


Policymakers, practitioners, and researchers
devoted much attention to reforming the tradi-
tional professional development approaches.
From these consultations and writings emerged a
set of principles, or standards, for a higher quality
of professional development. As with other facets
of the standards movement, the locus of defining
and supporting professional development shifted
from local districts to state offices and legislative
chambers. State policymaking endeavored to de-
fine standards for professional development
aligned with student content standards and to
identify resources to implement them. Building
the capacity of incumbent teachers, changing the
way colleges and universities prepare candidates,
and providing professional development opportu-
nities for administrators are subjects addressed in
other essays in this volume. The point to be made
here is that the standards movement in public edu-
cation moved beyond its initial goal of defining
content standards. The inequities in the delivery
and funding of education and the achievement
gaps between schools and among groups of stu-
dents could not be seriously addressed without
setting uniform guidelines and regulations for the
teaching profession. In contravention of the pow-
erful tradition of local control and institutional au-
tonomy, state standards are the current policy tool
employed to transform college and university de-
partments of education, to redefine certification
and licensure, and to define what forms of profes-
sional development the state will fund.


Across the almost two decades that stan-
dards-based reforms have evolved, they are in the
process of being implemented in the elementary
and middle grades. At the high school level, how-


ever, states are still uncertain about what should
constitute standards in high schools. Almost half
the states now require high school competency
tests for graduation that purport to represent genu-
ine 12th-grade knowledge and skills. Other states
are adopting end-of-course examinations, but they
remain undecided about how many tests and
which subjects will qualify students for the di-
ploma. Further, there are proposals to link high
school graduation and college admission
standards.


The Federal Role


As reform of public education spread through
states, a corollary movement to reform federal ed-
ucation policy was occurring in the 1990s. Con-
gress periodically revisits the laws that authorize
federal programs (known as reauthorization). An-
nual Congressional appropriations provide an-
other vehicle for setting policy. The programs col-
lectively known as ESEA (the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965) were
reauthorized in 1994 and again in 2001, introduc-
ing major changes and an enlargement of the fed-
eral role. An entirely new program was created by
the annual appropriation process—the Compre-
hensive School Reform Program. This competi-
tive grant program that funds whole-school reform
models is also known by the names of its original
appropriators, David Obey (D-Wis) and John Por-
ter (R-Ill) now retired. It is designed to encourage
Title I schools to implement school-wide models
that have a demonstrated record of success in im-
proving student achievement.


Title I is the largest federal education program
to meet the additional needs of districts and
schools serving high concentrations of students
from low-income families. In 1965 it was part of
the Johnson Administration’s War on Poverty. To-
day, it is the centerpiece of the No Child Left Be-
hind Act, which aims to transform all public
schools. Although it had enjoyed wide support
among educators and politicians for much of its
existence, Title I became the object of some criti-
cism in the early 1990s. Evaluations suggested
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that Title I did not seem to improve the learning of
students served. The program was too discon-
nected from the regular instructional program, and
funds were insufficiently targeted on the highest
poverty schools with the greatest needs. The in-
structional content was focused entirely on basic
skills, mostly in reading, to the exclusion of more
complex, higher order thinking skills required for
higher level education and higher-paid, skilled
employment. Title I remained focused on
remediating individual students at the same time
the regular instructional program continued to be
inadequate. An additional 30 minutes a day in a
pull-out class could not compensate for 5 and a
half hours of a watered-down curriculum, low ex-
pectations, and inadequately trained teachers (Na-
tional Assessment of the Chapter 1 Program,
1992).


The 1994 reauthorization, under the Improving
America’s Schools Act (IASA), made major
changes, requiring states, in effect, to make Title I
a part of their standards-based reforms. For those
states that had not embarked on standards reform,
IASA required them to adopt content standards in
reading/language and mathematics and an aligned
system of performance standards, and assess-
ments as a condition of receiving Title I funds. The
federal government added a new component—ac-
countability—to the standards movement, requir-
ing Title I schools to be measured for substantial
and continuous improvement in student achieve-
ment. Schools that fell short would receive addi-
tional assistance and resources. The program’s fo-
cus shifted from providing remedial education for
individually identified children to upgrading and
enhancing the regular instructional program by
providing the flexibility to deliver services within
schoolwide projects. These schools would now be
required to provide high-quality instruction pre-
paring students to master each state’s content stan-
dards. Other changes required better targeting of
Title I funds in districts. Students served by Title I
were expected to know and be able to do what was
required of their more advantaged peers.


By the end of the authorization period, the
2000–2001 school year, just 17 states had com-
plied with the requirements for content standards


and aligned assessments. The remaining states re-
ceived waivers or compliance agreements to
comply with the 1994 law. Many states had not yet
implemented the requirements for assessing dis-
abled and limited-English proficient children. A
disproportionate number of teachers in high pov-
erty Title I schools were found to be inexperi-
enced, to lack proper certification, and to have had
fewer opportunities for professional development
(National Assessment of Title I, 2001, p. 53). A re-
lated problem, noted first in 2001, both state and
federal systems lack the capacity to compile and
report data on the basic program elements in an ac-
curate and timely manner.


When Title I and other ESEA programs came
up for reauthorization again, a new Congress and a
new administration adopted the basic provisions
of standards-based reform begun in 1994, but they
went much further. In addition to requiring testing
in more grades and defining what constituted ade-
quate yearly progress for schools and school dis-
tricts, the No Child Left Behind Act seeks to up-
grade states’ qualifications for teachers and
paraprofessionals. Standards for the qualifications
of school personnel and professional development
are required for all schools in the states, not just
those receiving Title I funds. The Act requires
states to assess special education and language mi-
nority children, disaggregate data by subgroups,
allocate fairly to all schools the highest qualified
teachers, develop the capacity of schools and
school districts to achieve the level of proficiency
on state standards in reading and mathematics for
all children, and institute school accountability
with real sanctions and rewards.


Despite the controversy about whether the fed-
eral mandates have gone too far, the explicit goal
of federal policy remains closing the achievement
gap between historically under-performing stu-
dents and their more advantaged peers. In earlier
years, the presumptive goal of Title I was to enable
disadvantaged children to achieve “grade level,”
without ever defining whether grade level meant
the same thing in all schools. In theory, standards
should rectify that problem. What students should
know, or grade level, should be (perhaps will be)
the same in all schools across the state.
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Conclusion


Standards as an organizing principle make the
enterprise of education transparent. From the
classroom to the statehouse, all participants know
what is to be accomplished. Standards are also
useful in educating parents and students about
what is expected. In theory all elements of the edu-
cation system are aligned with each other. In prac-
tice, it has taken much time and redesign effort to
approximate this goal. Student content standards
themselves are revised, proficiency levels are
recalibrated, and student testing has become more
prevalent. Like schools and classrooms, the re-
forms are subject to the state of the economy and
the willingness and ability of public officials to
fund and sustain the reform movement. A good
deal of work remains to be done, especially in up-
grading the professional workforce and concen-
trating on high schools. This movement is now
two decades old and shows no sign of being an ed-
ucational fad to be discarded after the next
election.
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“High Stakes Testing” 
Gerald Bracey, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
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I. Research Question 
Why do most states have a high stakes graduation exam, and are the testing programs 


having their desired impact? 
 
II. Major Findings 
 In the 1970’s and early 1980’s 35 states moved to adopt high school graduation exams. 
Usually these exams were known as “minimum competency tests” that were designed to ensure 
high school diplomas were not the result of social promotion or merely spending time in high 
school. The author gives three purposes of high stakes tests: 
 
To meet the needs of the Nation’s economy 


• Reaction to A Nation At Risk 
• Graduation exams would ensure a rigorous high school curriculum 
• Students are forced to demonstrate their credentials for graduation 


Equity for all students 
• All students held to same standard 
• Exams ensure high expectations for all students 
• Schools are forced to educate all students at a high level 


To meet the needs of the nation during the Cold War 
• Schools were perceived to be integral to national defense 
• Engineering and technology universities needed highly qualified high school graduates 


 
III. Policy Implications 
 Although the third purpose is no longer a part of the dialogue around high stakes testing, 
the first two findings are still very important. However, there are strong tensions in each of these 
purposes. 
 Some researchers question whether all students need to reach the same high standard 
based on the notion that there are a large number of industries that do not require workers to have 
a college degree.   
 In addition, a tension exists between setting high standards for all students, and the fact 
that students learn at different speeds and rates. In particular, students receiving special services 
as well as English Language Learners present a challenge to holding all students to a common 
standard.  
 Students need to be workforce ready and offered an equal chance at a high quality 
education. Yet, it is unsure whether or not high stakes tests meet either of these purposes. 
 
IV. Methods 
 The author uses several sources for his information regarding the role of high stakes 
testing. It should be noted, however, that the author does not cite all of his ideas, suggesting his 
framework is derived from a synthesis of the literature he reviewed.  
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High Stakes Testing
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“This is the year that U.S. schools went test-crazy.”  Thus reads theopening line of an April 16, 2000, article 
by David Bacon in the OaklandTribune.1 The statement contains oneinaccuracy--the schools didn’t so much 
go crazy for the tests, as they wentcrazy trying to cope with the tests imposed on them by governors, 
legislators,and state boards of education, all cheered on by business and industry. Thatquibble aside, Bacon 
captured the feelings of many people observing education.


To be sure, this was not a sudden madness.  In the 1970’s and early1980’s, some 35 states had adopted some 
version of a “Minimum Competency Test”to assure that high school diplomas were not based on so-called 
socialpromotion, seat time, or both. In 1977 a report on the apparent decline in SATscores made every 
minute change in those scores front page news -- at least,when the scores went down; when the scores went 
up, that result got buried withlocal news. 


The new illness, though, was more virulent.  When Bacon penned hisarticle, all but one state had adopted or 
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created standards for public schoolstudents and 41 had adopted or constructed tests for measuring and 
passingjudgment on student performance.


Students now are more at risk of not graduating than in the era of MinimumCompetency Testing because 
the tests are tougher or the scores needed to passare unrealistically high.  Fully 90% of the students in 
Arizona failed atthe first administration, and if the failure rates continue, over half ofArizona’s sophomores 
will not graduate in 2002.2 In Virginia, 98% of the schools failed the first administration of its newstate 
tests, 93% the second. 3, 4 In addition, students are being retained in grade or forced to attend 
summerschool based on test scores.  Proposals exist to start testing students inkindergarten.  Teachers are 
warned that their raises, bonuses or eventheir jobs are on the line. 


Principals and superintendents suffer similar threats.  While theemphasis has been on the negative, on rarer 
occasions, the bonuses of teachers,principals and superintendents are tied to specific test score 
gains. Whereas tests were once used largely as monitoring devices, they now haveenormous consequences 
for many people.  Hence the catch-phrase“high-stakes testing.”


Looking at the frenzy about testing, two questions immediately come to thefore: The first: Why?  The 
second: Are the testing programs having theirdesired impact?   The short answer to the first question is, “A 
lossof trust in teachers and administrators.”  The answer to the second is,“No.”  The balance of this report 
considers each question in detail inturn.


Why Did Americans Become Nervous About Their Public Schools?


American public schools have always suffered from criticism, but the criticsbecame more numerous and 
more vocal shortly after World War II.  As thenation moved towards universal secondary education, it was 
also engaged in aspace and arms race with the Soviet Union.  For the first time, schoolswere perceived as 
integral to national defense.  Colleges would, ofcourse, prepare the engineers, scientists and mathematicians 
needed to meet theRed Menace, but those colleges and universities had to start with the productsof high 
schools, and there was looming anxiety in some quarters that theseschools were falling short.  Rising 
enrollments and graduation ratesheightened anxieties, as people feared those increases reflected a decline 
inrigor. When the Russians launched Sputnik in 1957, the beeps emitted by thatsmall satellite proved to the 
critics that they had been right.


A quarter-century later schools were hit once again, this time with thepublication of a paper Sputnik, “A 
Nation of Risk.”  The 1983 report was,the New York Times observed in 1997, merely propaganda, but it was 
notrecognized as such in many quarters at the time.5 Its highly selective and negatively spun statistics were 
used as a clarion callto overhaul the schools.


The anxiety people might feel about their schools was heightened by the factthat, as journalist Peter Schrag 
observed, good news about schools served noone’s political education reform agenda.6 The Reagan 
andBush administrations, pushing privatization, vouchers and tuition tax credits,actively suppressed positive 
data where it could and ignored positive datawhere it could not actually control the flow of information.  
Thus, a 1992international study in mathematics and science which found American ranksmostly (but not 
entirely) low, was given a large press conference by the U. S.Department of Education.7 An international 
study in reading thatfound American students second in the world was ignored.8A large analysis of the U.S. 
public school system by Sandia National Laboratoryengineers was suppressed for being too positive. It was 
finally published afterthe Clinton administration arrived, but was seen by few people.9U. S. Department of 
Education officials denied that the report was suppressed,but Lee Bray, the now-retired Vice President of 
Sandia National Laboratoriesresponsible for the report is emphatic that it was.10


The Clinton-Gore years have seen an increased press for additional resourcesfor public schools, but they 
have emphasized the problems of schools thatrequire the resources.  American universities use a similar 
approach intheir attempts to obtain funding from governments and foundations.  And,as it has for the last 
100 years, business and industry has found Americaneducation wanting and has tried to prescribe what is to 
be taught.
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The consequence of this negativity coming from so many sources is thatvirtually everyone is willing to 
believe the worst about the schools.  Forinstance, in the mid-1980’s two lists appeared showing the most 
seriousproblems in the schools in the 1940’s and in the 1980’s.  In the 1940’s,schools were plagued by 
students talking out of turn, not raising their hands,chewing gum in class, and breaking in line.  In the 
1980’s, drugs,violence, gangs and teen pregnancy had become the most serious problems. Yale University 
professor Barry O’Neill found that many people along the entirepolitical spectrum assumed that the lists 
were based on research and weretrue.  O’Neill revealed them as a hoax.11


All of the above events contributed to a feeling that the people running theschools could not be trusted to 
provide accurate information on what studentswere or were not learning.  Something more objective was 
needed, somethingthat did not depend on the subjective judgments of teachers.  Thatsomething in most 
instances turned out to be a test. 


Is the public’s nervousness warranted?  Not according to the data --mostly test data -- that exist.  There are 
many aspects of schooling thatcannot be measured with tests, but tests are the major source of data 
wecurrently have that permit comparisons of schools, states, ornations.   What do these test show?


            · Standardized achievement tests attained record high levels in the mid- to late1980’s and remain 
there.12 


        ·  Scores onthe National Assessment of Educational Progress have risen to all-timehighs.  Gains have 
been especially dramatic for blacks and Hispanics.13


        ·  Theproportion of students scoring above 650 on the SAT mathematics sectionattained record levels 
around 1995 and has remained at the all-time high.14 This cannot be accounted for by Asian-American 
students who are too few innumber, constituting some 9% of all SAT test-takers.15Of the 75% increase 
between 1981 and 1995, black, white, Hispanic and NativeAmericans accounted for 57%.16


        ·  The numberof students taking Advanced Placement examinations his risen from just over1000 in 
1961 to over 1,000,000 currently.17


            · American students are second in the world in reading.18


It would thus seem that the condition of public education, insofar as it canbe adequately assessed by existing 
test instruments, shows no cause foralarm.  Even if the raison d’être of the high stakes testing programs 
weremissing, they could still be acceptable programs if they were shown to becausing achievement to 
increase.   A check of the data, though, notonly fails to find such improvements, but uncovers a gaggle of 
unfortunateoutcomes. 


Examining these outcomes results in an extended answer to the second question: Are the tests having their 
intended impact?


Before answering the question, we should consider carefully the wordsof  Robert L. Linn probably the most 
respected psychometrician in thenation. In the March 2000 Educational Researcher, Linn examined the 
evidenceon the impact of high-stakes testing and offered this assessment:


As someone who has spent his entire career doing research, writing, andthinking about educational testing 
and assessment issues, I would like toconclude by summarizing a compelling case showing that the major 
uses of testsfor student and school accountability during the past 50 years have improvededucation and 
student learning in dramatic ways.


Unfortunately, that is not my conclusion.  Instead, I am led toconclude that in most cases the instruments 
and technology have not been up tothe demands that have been placed on them by high-stakes 
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accountability. Assessment systems that are useful monitors lose much of their dependabilityand credibility 
for that purpose when high stakes are attached to them. The unintended negative effects of the high-stakes 
accountability uses oftenoutweigh the intended positive effects.19


Before examining these  “unintended negative consequences,” it shouldbe noted that there is a gap between 
what test scores reveal and what peoplewant to know. New York Times reporter Anemona Hartocollis put it 
thisway:  “In the war of perception against reality, almost nothing can beharder to gauge than the meaning 
of test scores…Yet parents and teachers areencouraged [to use tests] to judge their children and schools the 
way investorswatch the Dow industrials.”20 


  Thus, one of the negative consequences of high-stakes testing is todrive a wedge between parents and their 
children.  Parents, having watchedtheir children for years, have a feel for “what they are about.”  But thetest 
might say otherwise.  Fortunately, most parents are skeptical aboutwhat tests say.  A poll by the American 
Association of SchoolAdministrators found that two thirds of parents say a test can’t measure achild’s 
progress and half say that tests don’t reflect what children know.21


On a more societal level, high stakes testing is increasing socialstratification. On the Virginia Standards of 
Learning U. S. History test,required for graduation, only 13% of black students and 23% of 
Hispanicstudents passed, compared with 40% of white students. And this was on secondadministration, after 
a year of intense preparation for the test.  Similargaps were found on all tests.  For instance, 76% of white 
students passedthe Algebra I test, while only 36% of blacks and 49% of Hispanics scored highenough to 
pass.22When statewide tests were introduced inTexas, the dropout rates for black and Hispanic students 
rose sharply and havenot returned to previous levels.23


These tests have been presented by people such as Diane Ravitch and E. D.Hirsch, Jr., as engines of social 
justice. By providing a universal set ofstandards to which all must measure up, they reason, schools serving 
poor andminority pupils can be held accountable for improving their performance. This argument has a 
certain appeal, but makes sense only if test scores wereused to help diagnose which schools need additional 
resources in order to meetthe needs of more troubled student populations. More often, however, thestrongest 
advocates of high-stakes testing either are silent on this point,retreat to the argument that school funding 
doesn’t matter, or advocatepenalizing outright schools or their administrators whose students have thelowest 
scores.  They fail to explain how, given the enormous differencesin scores for affluent and majority 
students, such tests will improve thechances of success for poor and minority children.


Under the gun of the tests, teachers are abandoning their usual curriculaand modes of teaching to lecture 
about test-oriented material.  In manyinstances, they are omitting aspects of the curriculum not on the 
test. One local school board in a large Virginia district held a special session todetermine if they needed to 
mandate recess for their elementary schools becauseso many of them had abandoned it in favor of test 
preparation.24In Texas, where science and social studies were not initially included intesting, teachers 
reported that those subjects virtually disappeared. When the science and social studies tests appeared, 
science and socials studieswere quickly geared to what those tests tested.


Tests can easily misrepresent the achievements of a school. For instance,six high schools in Miami-Dade 
and Broward County, Florida, made a list of thetop 100 high schools in the entire nation, based in part on 
the number ofAdvanced Placement examinations taken per student.25Yetin the Florida state accountability 
system, which grades schools from A to F,all six of these same schools received a grade of C.


To be sure, there are limitations to using AP exams as a measure of quality,but the differing pictures painted 
by the different measures point to anotherproblem afflicting many high-stakes programs: severe judgments 
are being madeon the basis of a single test score.  The standards for test usepromulgated jointly by the 
American Psychological Association, the AmericanEducational Research Association and the National 
Council on Measurement inEducation say clearly that no decisions about human beings should be made 
insuch a way.26 Even the commercial test developers whoare realizing enormous profits from the test 
boom, concur. 
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Parents, teachers and students are rebelling against these tests in variousways, another indication that the 
people most affected by the tests do not findthem to be healthy for children.  Some parents simply refuse to 
permittheir children to take the tests, while others openly organize for theirrepeal.  Some students, on pain 
of suspension, refuse to take thetests.  And some principals and teachers, faced with instruments they donot 
believe validly assess what their students know, cheat.


Everyone in the nation supports efforts to improve schools.   But thereis a growing realization among many, 
perhaps most people, that the impositionof high stakes tests carries, as Linn wrote, unintended negative 
consequencesthat defeat that purpose of improvement.  It is time for those who wouldgovern our nation and 
our communities to offer a more thoughtful and humaneprogram for holding schools accountable.
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